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Chapter One

The Sundowner

Wirre Eves fixed thoughtfully on the slow-moving muddy
stream of the River Darling, William Clair lounged in the
golden light of the setting sun. His frame was gaunt, his com-
plexion burnt-umber, his eyes were blue and unflickering, his
moustache drooping like that of a Chinese mandarin was jet-
black, despite his fifty-eight years.

It was the beginning of March, and the river was low. The
birds, perched on the up-thrusting snags, were taking their
evening drink; the galah, the cockatoo, and the kookaburra
mingling their screeches, chatterings, and maniacal laughter
with the funeral caw-cawing of the sinister crows. Not a breath
of wind stirred the light-reflecting leaves of the giant gums
bordering the river. From gold the sunlight turned to crimson.

Just below Clair were moored three small boats. Behind
him was the homestead of Barrakee Station, set amid the
paradisaic oasis of cool green lawns edged by orange trees. A
little down the river, above a deep hole at a bend, were the
men’s quarters, the kitchen garden, the engine that raised
necessary water into the two great receiving tanks set upon
thirty-foot staging. Further down was the huge corrugated-
iron shearing-shed, adjoined by the shearers’ quarters—all
now empty. In the shearing-shed were Clair’s swag and
ration-bags.

Half a mile upstream the river took a sharp turn to Clair’s
left, and above the angle of the opposite bank a pillar of blue-
gum smoke marked a camp-site. It was a camp of blacks, and
interested the gaunt man mightily.

Beneath the gums the shadows darkened. The glory of the
dying day laid over the surface of the river a cloth of crimson,
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patterned with shimmering silver rings where the small perch
leapt for flies. The colour of the cloth dimmed magically to that
of glinting steel. A kookaburra broke off his laughter and slept.

Clair waited, motionless, until the last glimmer of day had
faded from the sky. Then, without noise, without haste, he
slithered down the steep bank to where the boats were
moored, pulled out the iron spike at the end of one of the
mooring chains, softly coiled the chain in the bow, got in, and
silently swung out the oars. The operation was so noiseless
that a fox, drinking on the opposite side, never raised its head.

The “sundowner”, for Clair at that time was carrying his
swag with no intention of accepting work, sat facing the bow
and propelled the boat forward by pushing at the oars. There
was no suspicion of the sound of water being dug into by oars,
nor was there any noise of moving oars in the row-locks. Boat
and man slid upstream but a darker shadow in the gloom
beneath the overhanging gums.

At the bend, half a mile above, a dozen ill-clad figures
lounged about a small fire, not for warmth, but for the sake of
spirit-defying light. Clair pushed on silently for a further two
hundred yards, when he slanted across the stream and landed.

It is the law of New South Wales that no white man shall
enter a camp of blacks. Of this Clair was not ignorant. Nor
was he ignorant, being well read, that laws are made for men,
and not men for laws.

Avoiding fallen branches and water gutters with the case
of a born bushman, he passed through the darkness to the
camp, where he halted some twenty feet from the fire.

“Ahoy! Pontius Pilate!” he called.

Lolling figures about the fire sprang up, tense, frightened
at the suddenness of the voice in the night.

“I want to speak to you, Pontius Pilate,” called Clair.

A grizzled, thick-set aboriginal stared suspiciously in
Clair’s direction. He gave a low-spoken order, and three gins
hastened to the seclusion of a bough-constructed humpy.
Then, striking an attitude of indifference, Pontius Pilate said:
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“You want-it talk me; come to fire.”

When Clair entered the firelight the grizzled one and a
youth of nineteen or twenty regarded him with unfriendly eyes.
After a swift appraising glance, Clair sat on his heels before the
fire and casually cut chips off a tobacco-plug for a smoke. The
two aborigines watched him, and when he did not speak they
edged close and squatted opposite the law-defying guest.

“Have a smoke?” said Clair, in a tone that held command.
The elderly black caught the tossed plug, bit a piece out of it
and handed it to his companion. The young man wore noth-
ing but a pair of moleskin trousers; the elder nothing but a
blue shirt.

“Only got one suit between you,” observed Clair unsmil-
ingly. “Well, I reckon you can’t get sunburnt, so what’s the
odds? You fellers belong to this part?”

“We come up from Wilcannia las’ week,” came the
literally chewed response. “Where you camped, boss?”

“Up river a bit. Is old Mokie down river, anyway?”

“Yaas—old Mokie, he married Sarah Wanting. You bin
know Sarah?”

“I reckon so. Sarah must be getting old,” Clair replied,
though as a matter of fact he had no idea to which of the many
Sarahs Pontius Pilate referred. Blacks marry and get divorced
with a facility somewhat bewildering to the white mind. “I
come down from Dunlop,” he went on. “Ted Rogers
breaking-in horses up there.”

“He’s still there?” was the young man’s first speech.

“I think,” said Clair dreamily, “that I said it.”

The conversation was carried on disjointedly, punctuated
by meditative smoking and tobacco-chewing. Then Clair put
the question he had asked at countless camps in the course of
many wandering years. No one present, not even the
suspicious gossiping blacks, would have thought that his visit
was solely for the purpose of asking this question:

“I knew an abo once, a terrible good horseman, feller
called Prince Henry—no, not Prince Henry, some other
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name—tall big feller, old feller now. You know an abo called
Prince Henry?”

“No Prince Henry,” demurred Pontius Pilate, the gravity
of a great chief having settled over his ebony features. “You no
mean King Henry?”

Not a muscle of Clair’s face moved. Not a sign betrayed
more than ordinary interest.

“Maybe he was King Henry,” he said slowly. “Worked one
time here at Barrakee, I think.”

“That’s him, boss,” agreed the elderly black. “King Henry,
Ned’s father. This here is Ned—King Henry’s son.”

“Oh,” drawled Clair, glancing from one to the other. “And
what'’s your mother called, Ned?”

“Sarah Wanting.”

“Humph! Sarah believes in change.”

“Oh, but Sarah she leave old Mokie now King Henry come
back,” chimed in Pontius Pilate, pride of knowledge shining
in his eyes.

“Ah!” The exclamation came like a sigh from the gaunt
man. “Then your father isn’t far away, Ned?”

“Nope. He come down from Nor’ Queensland.”

“What’s he been doing up there? Thought he was a Dar-
ling abo.”

“Dunno,” interjected the elder, and then innocently con-
tradicted himself. “Him bin do a get from white feller wanta
killum. White feller him dead now.”

“Oh! So the coast is clear at last, eh?” And then came
Clair’s momentous question:

“Where’s King Henry now?”

“Him down Menindee. King Henry him bin come up
alonga river with Sarah. Going to camp with us.”

The puffs of tobacco-smoke came with unbroken regular-
ity from the gaunt man’s lips. The gleam of satisfaction, of
triumph, was hidden by narrowed eyelids. After a moment’s
silence, abruptly he turned the conversation, and ten minutes
later rose and left the camp.
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Back at the boat, without sound, he unmoored it and
stepped in. Without a splash, he pushed it across to the further
tree-shadows, and, merely keeping it on its course, allowed the
current to drift him gently by the camp, down to the station
mooring-place.

He was at the open fireplace outside the shearing-shed half
an hour later, drinking jet-black tea, and eating a slice of
brownie. Between mouthfuls he hummed a tune—not a white
man’s tune, but the blood-stirring chant of some war-crazed
tribe.

“Well, well, welll” he murmured. “My years of tracking
have brought me in sight of the quarry at last. William, my
lad, you must go first thing in the morning to the prosperous
Mr Thornton, abase yourself before him, and ask for a job.”



Chapter Two

The Sin of Silence

Mrs THorRNTON Was a small woman whose fragility of figure was
somewhat deceptive. Her age was forty-three, and, although it is
not generally politic to state a woman’s precise age, it has here
to be done to prove that hardship, constant battling against
odds, and self-denial, do not necessarily impair the bloom and
vigour of youth. Vitality, both physical and mental, radiated
from her plain yet delicately-moulded features.

On the morning following the visit of William Clair to the
blacks’ camp she sat sewing on the wide veranda of the
Barrakee homestead. The weather was warm, Nature drow-
sed in the shade, and the only sound came from the big steam-
engine operating the pumps.

Now and then Mrs Thornton glanced between the leaves
of the morning glory creeper shading the veranda to observe a
tall, blue-shirted man digging the earth above the roots of the
orange-trees beyond the lawn. Which of the men it was she
could not make out, and uncertainty made her irritable.

At the sound of a heavy iron triangle being beaten by the
men’s cook, announcing the morning lunch, the worker dis-
appeared. For a moment the mistress of Barrakee allowed the
sewing to fall to her lap, and a look of balked remembrance to
cloud her brown eyes.

A moment later the house gong was struck, and the little
woman went on with her task with a sigh. Came then the
sound of ponderous steps on the veranda boards, and round
an angle of the house there appeared, carrying a tray, an
enormously fat aboriginal woman. Like a tank going into
action the gin rolled towards Mrs Thornton, near whom she
placed the tray of tea-things on a small table.

6



Mrs Thornton gazed up at the beaming face with dis-
approving eyes. Without an answering smile she noted the
woman’s flame-coloured cotton blouse, some six times wider
at the waist than at the neck, then at the dark blue print skirt,
and finally at the bare flat feet. At first the feet were stolid,
immobile. Then at the continued steady gaze the toes began to
twitch, and at last under the pitiless silent stare one foot began
lightly to rub the other.

When Mrs Thornton again looked up, the gin’s eyes were
rolling in their sockets, whilst the beaming smile had vanished.

“Martha, where are your slippers?” asked her mistress
severely.

“Missy, I dunno,” Martha gasped. “Them slippers got
bushed.”

“For twenty years, Martha, have I tried to encase your feet
in footwear,” Mrs Thornton said softly, but with a peculiar
grimness of tone. “I have bought you boots, shoes and slippers.
I shall be very angry with you, Martha, if you do not at once
find your slippers and put them on. If they are bushed, go and
track them.”

“Suttinly, missy. Me track um to hell,” came the solemn
assurance. Then, bending over her mistress with surprising
quickness in one of her avoirdupois, she added in a thrilling
whisper:

“King Henry! He come back to Barrakee. You ‘'member
King Henry?”

For fully thirty seconds brown eyes bored into black with-
out a blink. The white woman was about to say something
when the sound of a wicket-gate being closed announced the
approach of her husband. The gin straightened herself and
rumbled back to her kitchen.

Almost subconsciously the mistress of Barrakee heard her
husband banteringly reprove Martha for the nakedness of
her understandings, heard the woman’s mumbled excuses,
and with an effort of will regained her composure. She was
pouring tea when Mr Thornton seated himself beside her.



“Martha lost her shoes again?” he asked with a soft
chuckle.

He was a big man, about fifty years of age. Clean-shaven,
his features, burned almost brown, denoted the outdoor man
and dweller under a sub-tropical sun. He had clear, deep-grey,
observant eyes.

“Wasn’t it Napoleon who, after restoring order in France,
tried all he could to make her one of the Great Powers, if not
the greatest?” she asked, with apparent irrelevance.

“I believe it was,” agreed the squatter, accepting tea and
cake.

“Wasn’t it his ambition, when he had brought chaos to
order, to maintain order by a European peace?”

“Well, what of it?” counter-queried Mr Thornton, re-
minded of his wife’s hero-worship of the great soldier of
France.

“Only, that every time he enforced peace on the continent
of Europe, to allow his governmental machine to run
smoothly, it was constantly being put out of action by the grit
of a fresh coalition formed by England. England was his
bugbear. Martha’s naked feet are my bugbear.”

“Well, well, we must remember that Martha once was a
semi-wild thing,” Thornton urged indulgently. “Doesn’t it
ever surprise you that Martha, who has been with us for
twenty years, has never wanted to return to her tribe?”

“It does sometimes.”

“It’s the one exception to the rule,” he said. “And that’s
that. I suppose you’re now counting the hours?”

“I am. Ralph’s train reaches Bourke at eleven, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. They should be here about three.”

“I quite expect he will have grown enormously,” she said
with wistful eyes.

“He will certainly be a man. Nineteen years old yesterday.
Even five months makes a big difference to a lad of that age.”

For a while they were silent. Having finished his morning
tea, the man lit a cigarette and the woman pensively picked up
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her sewing. Her boy was coming home from college, and she
ached for the feel of his strong arms around her. To her it had
been a sacrifice to agree to his spending the last Christmas
vacation with friends in New Zealand. She had not seen the
boy, whom she passionately loved, for five long months, and
was as tremulous as a woman standing on a jetty watching the
arrival of her sailor husband’s ship.

“More than once it’s occurred to me,” drawled her life-
partner, “that as Ralph is almost of age it would be a wise
thing to tell him the truth regarding his birth.”

“No, John ... No!”

And before he started the fight Thornton knew he had lost
it, seeing the iron will reflected in his wife’s face. That Mrs
Thornton was strong-willed, a woman who invariably had her
own way, he had known long before marriage. It was that trait
of dominance in her character which had attracted him. He had
been comparatively poor when the need of a partner was felt
first; and, like a wise man, knowing the trials and hardships of
the Australian bush, he did not select a weak, clinging woman,
doubtless an ornament to a city drawing-room. His choice was
reflected by his poise as well as his bank balance.

“But what we have to remember, Ann, is that Ralph one
day may find out,” he argued. “Would it not be better for us to
tell him gently, than for someone to tell him roughly that he is
not your son, but the son of a woman who was our cook?”

“I see neither the reason nor the necessity,” she said, her
eyes on the darting needle. “Mary, his mother, is dead. The
doctor who brought him into the world is dead. Don’t you
remember how ill I was when Ralph was born, ill and nearly
mad with grief because my baby died? In her last moments
Mary gave him to me. She saw me take the baby with a cry of
joy, and cover it with hungry kisses. And when Mary died she
was smiling.”

“But—"

“No, no, John. Don’t argue,” she pleaded. “I made him
mine, and mine he must be always. If he knows I am not his
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real mother there will be a difference, there will arise a barrier
between him and me, no matter how we try to keep it down.”

The woman’s passionate desire for a baby, and subse-
quently her sublime love for another woman’s child, had
always been a matter of wonder to John Thornton. He, no less
than his wife, had been deeply grieved at the death of his day-
old heir, and he, with her, had opened his heart to the adopted
boy. But he was a man who hated secrets, or subterfuge. His
mind would have been relieved of the one burden in his life
had his wife agreed to their adopted son being informed of his
real parentage. Still he struggled:

“Ralph is too fine a lad to allow the knowledge to make
any difference,” he said. “We know that Mary would not
name her betrayer to us, but the man, likely enough, is alive
and knows our secret. We can never be safe from him. He
may come forward any day, probably try to blackmail us. If
such a thing should happen, we should be obliged to tell
Ralph, and the boy would then be perfectly justified in
blaming us for our silence.”

“Mary’s betrayer would have come forward long ago if he
intended to get money by blackmail,” she countered.

“But the possibility remains. Again, one day Ralph will
marry. It might be Kate, or Sir Walter Thorley’s daughter.
Think of the recriminations that would occur then. Can’t you
see that absolute frankness now would be better for the lad,
and better for us?”

“The past lies buried twenty years deep, John. Ralph is
safe. | made him my baby. Do not ask me to put him from
me.”

The man gave the sigh of the vanquished. Rising to his
feet, he said:

“All right! Have it your own way. I hope it may be for the
best.”

“I am sure it will, John,” she murmured. And then, by way
of final dismissal of the subject, she changed it. “Who is it
working among the orange-trees? Is he a new hand?”
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The squatter paused in his walk along the veranda to say:

“Yes. I put him on this morning. I thought I knew him at
first, but he says he has been all his life in Queensland. He
answers to the name of William Clair.”

Mrs Thornton leaned back in her chair, her eyes closed as
though relieved from great strain. And about her firm mouth
was the ghost of a smile.
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Chapter Three

The Homecoming

TuEe HOMESTEAD of Barrakee Station was set, white-walled and
red-roofed, in an oasis of brilliant green lawns and orange
groves, the whole surrounded by a thick windbreak of ten-
foot waving bamboo. The bottom extremity of the gardens
was separated from the river by a dry billabong, some fifty-
odd yards in width.

At that point of the river were moored the station boats
used chiefly to transport travellers to the farther side, as well
as to provide anyone belonging to the station with recreation
on the river.

To the south of the homestead, and close to it, were the
offices, the barracks used by the bookkeeper and the jacke-
roos, the store, and the shops. Facing the offices and divided
from them by a large clear space were the tennis-courts and
the croquet-lawn.

The essential factor, which made Barrakee homestead
one of the show places in the western division of New
South Wales, was the limitless supply of water from the
river. Mrs Thornton ruled the homestead; her husband
reigned over the vast run, the thirty or forty employees, and
the fifty to sixty thousand sheep. Neither interfered, by a
single suggestion, in the domain of the other. Both were
united in the one purpose of leaving Ralph Thornton a
great inheritance.

At a quarter past three, one of the junior hands, who had
been stationed on the staging supporting the great receiving
tanks, observed through field-glasses the approach of the
Barrakee high-powered car. He signalled its appearance by
firing a shotgun.
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Thornton and his wife were outside the garden gates
which opened to the clear ground in front of the offices to
receive their son. The car drew up close by with a noiseless
application of brakes, and from it sprang a dark handsome
boy dressed in grey tweed of most fashionable cut. He was
followed more circumspectly by a young woman dressed in
white.

“Mother!” ejaculated Ralph Thornton, clasping the small
mistress of the homestead in his arms.

“Ralph! Oh, Ralph, I am glad you are here,” she said,
looking up with proud, wistful eyes.

For a moment he held her, more like a lover than a son
and, during that moment, it flashed into her mind that if he
had known his maternal parentage he would not have held
her thus. How glad she was that she had been firm in her
insistence that the knowledge must be withheld.

“You must be tired, Katie,” the squatter said gently to the
girl. “It’s been a hot day.”

“Has it, Uncle?” Her voice was sweetly allied to her fresh
beauty. “I've been too excited meeting Ralph to notice it. Don’t
you think he has grown?”

“I haven’t had much chance to notice anything yet,” he
replied, with twinkling eyes.

“Notice now, Dad,” the young man commanded, his face
flushed with happiness, reaching for his foster-father’s hand.
“I declare, both you and the Little Lady look younger than
ever. And as for Kate—she just takes a fellow’s breath away!”
Then, seeing the bookkeeper hovering behind, he exclaimed,
going to him: “Hallo, Mortimore, how are you?”

“I do not look nor do I feel any younger, Mr Ralph,” the
bookkeeper countered. “When 1 first saw you, ten years ago,
you were make-believing you were playing the piano on the
office typewriter. And now! It seems but yesterday.”

“That is all it is, too. You are mistaken about the ten
years,” the young man said, with a happy smile. Then,
returning to his mother, he took her on his right arm and
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caught the squatter on his left, the last, in turn attaching Kate
Flinders; and so aligned, the reunited family slowly returned
to the house.

From Brewarrina to Wentworth and from Ivanhoe to
Tibooburra the two women of Barrakee were famous. From
the squatter and his manager to the boundary-rider and the
sundowner, Mrs Thornton was known as the “Little Lady”.
Her unvarying kindness to all travellers, from swagman to
Governor-General, was a by-word. The example on which
she patterned herself was Napoleon Bonaparte. Her gifts were
bestowed with discretion, and her judgements were
scrupulously just, but always tempered with mercy.

Katherine Flinders, her orphan niece, was about Ralph’s
age. Her lithe, graceful figure was the admiration of all, and
once seen on a horse was a picture to live in memory. The
easiest way to purchase a ticket to the nearest hospital was to
speak slightingly of either—together referred to as the
“Women of Barrakee”.

A combined light lunch and afternoon tea was set out on
the broad veranda, where they found Martha applying the
final touches. Her great face was irradiated, though not
beautified, by a gigantic smile. She stood beside the table while
the small party mounted the veranda steps, her figure encased
by a voluminous blue dressing-gown belted at the waist by a
leather strap stolen from a bridle. Her poor feet were
concealed by highly polished elastic-sided brown riding-boots.
Truly on this occasion she was superb.

The whites of her eyes were conspicuous. The wide grin of
genuine welcome revealed many gaps in the yellowing teeth.
Her greying hair was scanty. She was nearly overcome with
excitement.

“Well, Martha! Not dead yet?” greeted Ralph gravely,
holding out his hand. She took it in her left, her right being
pressed to her vast bosom.

“Oh, Misther Ralph!” she articulated with difficulty, “Poor

Martha no die till she look on you once more.”
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“That’s right,” he said with a friendly smile. “I shall be
very much annoyed,” he added, “if you die now.”

The squatter and his wife were content with a cup of tea,
whilst their “children” ate a long-delayed lunch. Anticipating
the boy’s lightest wish, the Little Lady hovered at his side, her
eyes sparkling with happiness, her small finely-moulded
features flushed. She and her husband were content to listen
to his description of the holiday spent in New Zealand and of
his last term at college.

As a collegiate product he was perfect. His speech and
manners were without reproach. There was, however, inher-
ent in him a grace of movement which no school or university
could have given him. Of medium height and weight, he sat
his chair with the ease of one born on the back of a horse. His
dark, almost beautiful face was animated by a keen and
receptive mind; the fervid enthusiasm of the mystic rather
than the unveiled frankness of the practically-minded man
was reflected from his eyes.

He was to both his adopted parents a revelation. Six
months previously he had left them, still a college boy, to
return to college. He had come back to them a man, frankly
adult. The youthful boastfulness had given place to grave
self-assurance—too grave, perhaps, in one still in the years of
youth. Never once did he mention football, cricket, or
rowing, his previous enthusiasms. If superficial, his know-
ledge of politics, of the arts, and of the lives of the great,
was extensive. The heart of the Little Lady overflowed
with pride and exultation: her husband was admittedly astoni-
shed by the lad’s mental and physical growth in six short
months.

“Well, Dad, and now that I've finished with college, what
do you want me to do?” he asked suddenly.

“Why, dear, you must know what we want you to do,
surely?” interposed Mrs Thornton.

“I was thinking,” the squatter remarked quietly, “that your
education and your address indicate the Church.”
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The Little Lady’s eyes widened with amazement. The
young man’s face clouded. Kate alone saw the suppressed
twinkle in her uncle’s eyes.

“Would you like to be a parson, Ralph?” she inquired,
with a laugh.

“Surely, Dad, you cannot mean what you say?”

“What do you want to do?” he asked kindly. “The choice
is yours. Whatever path through life you choose, Law, the
Church, the Services, or any of the professions—your mother
and I will accept.”

The young man’s sigh of relief was audible.

“I thought you meant that about the Church,” he said
slowly. “I would rather—and I mean no reflection on the
Church—I would rather carry my swag up and down the
Darling all my life than be a bishop. I would rather be a
boundary-rider than an army general, or a bullock-driver
than an Under-Secretary. If there is one thing I've learned in
this last half-year, it is that I cannot be happy away from
Barrakee. Down in the city I feel like a caged bird, or an old
sailor living out his last days away from the sea. I want to stay
here with you three. I want to learn to be a pastoralist, to
breed better sheep and grow finer wool. I hope you approve?”

“Oh, Ralph, dear, of course we approve!” declared Mrs
Thornton, leaning towards him with shining countenance. “I
should have been heartbroken had you chosen otherwise.”
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Chapter Four

Dugdale Goes Fishing

Frank DucpaLk, not quite twenty-eight years of age, held the
position of sub-overseer on Barrakee Station. Ten years before
he had found himself almost penniless and practically without
friends. He had no recollection of his mother, and when, on
the verge of bankruptcy, his father killed himself, the loss left
him dazed and helpless.

Mr Dugdale senior was the sole representative of Dugdale
& Co., Wool Brokers and General Station Agents, and at the
time of the crash the son was about to enter the firm. From
their schooldays his father and Thornton had been friends,
and, whilst lamenting the fact that his friend failed to apply to
him for financial assistance, the squatter had offered the youth
the opportunities of a jackeroo.

The offer was eagerly accepted. Dugdale came to Barrakee
and resided with the bookkeeper in the barracks. In ten years
he had proved his worth. At the time that Ralph Thornton
left college Dugdale was renowned for his horsemanship, his
knowledge of wool, and his handling of sheep.

Of average height and build, his complexion was fair
and the colour of his eyes hazel. Ralph and Kate were
playing tennis when Dugdale passed, smoking his pipe and
in his hand a fishing-line. For a moment he watched the
flying figures in the golden light of the setting sun, and his
pulse leapt as it never failed to do when he beheld Kate
Flinders.

“Hallo, Dug! Are you going fishing?” asked the flushed
girl, energetically gathering the balls to serve.

“No—oh no!” he drawled, with a smile. “I am going kite-
flying.”
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“Now, now, Dug! No sarcasm, please,” she reproved, half-
mockingly.

Pausing in his walk he faced her, holding out the line for
inspection, saying:

“I cannot tell a lie, as Shakespeare remarked to Stephen.
Here is the kite-line.”

“Quite so,” she observed sweetly. “But you should conceal
the spinner. Also your quotation is hideously mixed. It was
Washington who boasted he never told a fib.”

“And Stephen lived a few centuries before Shakespeare,”
Ralph contributed.

“Did he?” replied Dugdale innocently. “I fear my educa-
tion is fading out. And what year did the lamented Stephen
arrive upon the throne?”

“In the year eleven hundred.”

“Bc or ap?”

“ap, of course, you ass.”

“Then I am constrained to marvel at your poor arguments.
I distinctly said—"

“Goodbye, Dug, and good luck! Service!” cried Kate
joyously. She was not sure of herself regarding Frank
Dugdale. He said nice things, quaint and unexpected things.
He was efficient, neat, and self-assured, but ...

Reaching the river-bank, he descended to the boats, and
just then the sun faded. This being unexpected for another
half-hour caused him to look westward, when he saw a
dense bank of clouds behind which the sun had
disappeared. Selecting the lightest of the boats, he pulled
out into the stream, proceeding to attach the shining spoon-
spinner to the line, and then, pulling slowly again, he
allowed it to run out over the stern. His end of the line he
fastened to the top of the springer-stick lashed to the side of
the boat, so that when a fish “struck” the “springer” would
hold it without the line snapping. The springer took the
place of a second fisherman.

The line set, Dugdale slowly pulled up the sluggish stream,
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keeping to one side when the absence of snags allowed, pull-
ing out and round the snags when he reached them.

Although the evening was brilliant the air was still and
humid. The softest bird-cry, the faintest splash of a fish, was
an accentuated sound. When a kookaburra chuckled, the
devilish mockery in its voice struck upon the heart and mind
of the fisherman as a portent.

Now, for several years, Dugdale had loved Kate Flinders.
[t was the white passion of pure love which seeks not pos-
session but reciprocity, the acme of love which strives to keep
the adored object on a pedestal; not to reach upward to bring
it down.

Dugdale regarded the fulfilment of his love as hopeless. He
knew himself a penniless nobody, the son of a bankrupt
suicide. The highest point to which he could rise in the
pastoral industry was a station managership. To attain such a
position would be the result of influence far more than of
ability. There was no certainty in that dream. It was more
probable that he might obtain an overseership; but he had
decided that he could never ask Kate Flinders to accept an
overseer for husband.

Whilst the Thorntons always treated him as an equal, he
realized that his position, social or financial, would never
reach theirs. There was, however, one way in which his
dreams could be realized, and that was to be lucky enough to
win a prize in the great New South Wales Land Lottery.

If he were sufficiently lucky to win one of the prizes—and
to be so he would have to be lucky enough to draw a placed
horse in a lottery—he would possess an excellent foundation
on which to build, with his knowledge of sheep and wool, a
moderate fortune in a few years. About this, as about the
managership, was no certainty.

He had reached the bend at which Pontius Pilate and his
people were camped. His boat was well over the hole gouged
out by countless floods, but the spoon bait, many yards astern,
was at the edge of the hole when the great cod struck.
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The spring-stick bent over and down to the water. Leaving
the oars, he jumped for the line, taut as a wire. The boat began
to move stern-first, drawn by the fish, and Dugdale waited
tensely for the moment when the fish would turn and give
him the chance to gain line with which to play it.

The boat was travelling faster than when he had been
pulling. Rigid with excitement, oblivious to the excited cries of
the blacks on the bank, Dugdale waited. Thirty seconds after
the fish had struck it turned, and dashed up-stream beneath
the boat.

He gained a dozen yards of line before the fish reached the
shortened length of its tether, and then began a thrilling fight.
The dusk of day fell and deepened the shadows beneath the
gums. The cloud bank, racing from the west, was at the
zenith. It was almost dark before the fish gave up and sulked.
Slowly he hauled it to the boat, a weight listless and lifeless, as
though he had caught a bag of shingle.

That it was a huge fish he knew by its dead weight. Slowly
he brought it alongside. The boat unaccountably rocked. For a
moment he caught the outline of the broad green back, and
then searched aimlessly with a foot for the crooked lifting-
stick.

“Let me, boss,” someone said. “Bring him back alongside.
Aye—a little more.”

Not daring to remove his gaze from the sulking cod, at any
time likely to renew the fight, Dugdale saw a powerful black
arm come into his vision holding the short stick crooked like a
gaff.

The arm and stick suddenly moved with lightning swift-
ness. The small end of the gaff slid up into the gills, there was
a heave that nearly upset the boat, and the great fish—which
eventually scaled at forty-one pounds odd ounces—Iay
shimmering greenly in the gloom.

From the fish Frank Dugdale looked up at his timely
helper, and beheld the very finest specimen of an aboriginal he
had ever seen. The man was naked but for a pair of khaki

20



shorts. The width of his chest, the narrowness of his hips, his
powerful legs and arms now glistening with water, were
magnificent. The colour of his skin was ebony-black, the
colour of his thick curly hair snow-white.

He was old—Dugdale thought him to be near sixty—but
the vices of white civilization had not touched him. When he
spoke his accent was Australian. In his voice there was no
trace of the tribe:

“That’s a bonzer fish,” he said. “I thought by the way he
fought that he was a walloper and that you’d want a hand to
land him.”

“Thanks for your help. I don’t think I would have landed
him without it,” the fisherman conceded. “If you care to send
someone along to the station in the morning for a part of it,
you may.”

“Goodo! I'll send my son, Ned. Any idea what the time
is?” he asked.

“Must be about half past eight.”

“Thanks. I'll get going. I got a meet on.”

And, without a splash, the aboriginal dived into the river,
and disappeared in the gloom, now so profound that Dugdale
only guessed he swam to the station side of the river.

The remainder of the tribe having gone back to their
camp-fire, Dugdale disentangled the line and slowly wound it
on the small length of board.

The boat was then in the gentle back-current of the bend,
being imperceptibly taken up-river. Some few minutes were
occupied in removing the spoon-spinner from the line: a few
more in pensively cutting chips of tobacco for his pipe. Then,
with it satisfactorily alight, he manned the sculls and slowly
pushed himself forward into the main stream, and let himself
drift down to the homestead.

He was a hundred yards from the landing-place when the
first drop of rain, splashing the water near him, coincided with
the sound of a thin whine abruptly culminating in a dull report
similar to that made by a small boy hitting a paling with a cane.
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It was a sound the like of which Dugdale had never before
heard. It made him curious, but by no means alarmed. With-
out hurry he approached the landing-place, got out, and
moored the boat.

It was while driving in the iron peg to fasten the boat that
he was astonished to hear above him the gasp of human
agony; and now, alarmed, he straightened up to listen further.
There came a low thud; then silence.

For a moment he was paralysed, but only for a moment. In
the pitchy darkness he clambered up the steep bank. At the
summit the deluge fell on him. Again he listened. In the
distance, towards the bottom fence of the garden, a dry stick
cracked with a sound like a pistol-shot.

Immediately Dugdale stood there listening. Lightning
flickered far away, but by its reflection he saw the narrow
embankment on which he stood, he saw the dry billabong
between it and the garden, and he saw dimly the white-clad
figure of a woman before the garden gate.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. Slowly he went down
into the billabong, feeling his way in the utter darkness. The
lightning came again, flickering and brilliant. His gaze,
directed on the garden gate, saw no white-clad figure. But the
gate gave him direction in the darkness.

Still slowly he moved towards it. So dark was it that he
almost ran into a gum-tree, his hands alone saving him from a
nasty collision. Rounding the bole, he again took direction,
and had just left when a glare of bluish light almost blinded
him, and the instant following, thunder dazed him.

But, revealed by the flash, he saw right at his feet the form
of the aboriginal who a short while before had helped him to
land the great fish.

Calm suddenly settled upon the world and upon his mind
as well. Producing a match-box, he struck a light and bent
low. The whites of the staring eyes, fixed and glassy in the
light of the match, and the terrible wound at the crown of the
man’s head, left no room for doubt that the man was dead.
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Yet the appalling discovery was not so acutely registered on
Frank Dugdale’s brain as was the vision of a white-clad figure
dimly seen at the garden gate not thirty yards distant.
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Chapter Five
A Wet Night

From THE river to the west boundary of Barrakee Station was
about eighty-three miles. The area that comprised the run was
roughly oblong in shape.

For administrative purposes it was divided into two un-
equal portions, the longer and western division being gover-
ned by George Watts, the overseer, who resided at the
outstation at Thurlow Lake. The river end of the run was
managed by the sub-overseer, Frank Dugdale.

But while Thornton overseered Frank Dugdale, he rarely
instructed George Watts, who deserved, and had, his em-
ployer’s implicit faith. Every evening at eight the squatter
repaired to his office, where he telephoned in turn to each of
the boundary-riders in his division, obtaining their reports
and outlining the work for the succeeding day. Even on Sat-
urdays and days preceding holidays he rang up at the same
time; for these men lived alone in their huts, and in the event
of no reply being received to his ring it could be assumed that
some accident had happened and that the man lay injured out
in the bush. In the squatter’s time it had been necessary to
send out search-parties on three occasions.

When he had finished with his riders, he habitually rang
up Thurlow Lake to discuss with the overseer the conditions
of the stock and kindred topics, and advise on, or sanction,
any matter that might be submitted to him.

He was in high fettle because George Watts had reported
steady rain when communicated with on the evening Dugdale
caught the forty-one-pound cod. And, since no rain had fallen
for nine months, a good rain at this time meant green feed for
the coming lambs, as well as an abundance of surface water,
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which would prevent heavy ewes having to travel miles to the
wells to drink and back again to feed.

Whilst he still talked to the overseer, the rain reached the
river, pouring in a continuous roar on the office roof of
corrugated iron. From the telephone he turned to the task of
writing several personal letters. He was so engaged when the
door opened, and the dripping sub-overseer almost bounded
in.

“Good rain, Dug, eh?” Mr Thornton said cheerfully.

He could not distinctly see Dugdale’s face until the latter
entered the circle of light cast by the electric bulb over the
desk. When he did observe the unusual expression on his
subordinate’s face, he added: “What’s gone wrong?”

Dugdale recounted the landing of the fish, with the help of
the strange black fellow, his return to the mooring-place, what
he heard or fancied he heard, and his discovery of the dead
man.

“Are you sure the man’s dead?” pressed Thornton.

“Quite.”

“We'll go and examine him. Better get an overcoat.”

“Not for me. I can’t get wetter than [ am.”

“Well, I am not going to get wet for all the dead abos in the
Commonwealth,” announced Thornton. “Wait tll I get a
waterproof and a torch.”

He was back in a minute, and together, with the brilliant
circle of the torch lighting them, they made their way past the
tennis-court and down into the billabong to where the corpse
lay.

A first glance settled the question of death.

“The rain coming just now will make things difficult for
the police, Dug,” remarked Mr Thornton gravely. “Already
most of the tracks have been washed out. But from those that
are left it is evident that there was a struggle. Even those
tracks will be gone by morning.”

“It is a terrible thing,” Dugdale said, and thankfulness
filled his heart that the rain had come.
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“It is. But we can do nothing for him. Go along to the
men’s quarters and ask some of them to come and carry the
body to the carpenter’s shop. Lay it on one of the benches and
cover it. Think you can feel your way in this damned
darkness?”

“Yes, I believe so. But stay a minute with your light on tll
get to the pumping-engine, will you?”

“All right.”

Guided by the ray from the squatter’s torch, Dugdale at
last reached the engine, where the going became easy, since he
was then on a beaten path. He shouted that he was all right;
and Thornton, satisfied that his sub was beyond danger of
slipping down the now dangerously greasy bank of the river,
made his way back to his office.

There he telephoned to the police at Wilcannia.

“Good evening, Sergeant,” he said, when the senior officer
answered his call. “Great rain we’re having.”

“What! Raining up your way?” ejaculated the gruff-voiced
sergeant. “Quite fine here, Mr Thornton.”

“I am sorry to hear that. I was hoping it was a general rain.
Must be only a local storm. In any case, we have had a murder.”

“Excuse me! A what?”

“A m-u-r-d-e-r,” Thornton spelled slowly.

“Oh, is that all?”

“Isn’t it enough for you? I’'m not joking.”

“You’re not? When did it happen? How did it happen?”
came the rapid and now seriously-asked questions.

The squatter answered them in sequence, and reported
that he had ordered the body to be removed to the carpenter’s
shop.

“I don’t think there’s anything more for me to do, is
there?” he inquired.

“No, I think not,” agreed the policeman, adding: “I'll ring
up later to find out if it is still raining your way. If it is, I'll be
obliged to ride a horse. I've got so used to a motor that I don’t
fancy sixty miles on horseback. Damn the rain!”
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“Now, now!” Mr Thornton reproved. “Remember that
I’m a Justice of the Peace.”

“Sorry, Mr Thornton,” the sergeant chuckled. “But why
the devil couldn’t the black get himself murdered some night
that was fine?”

“I couldn’t say. Ask him when you get here tomorrow.”
And, chuckling, the station-owner rang off—to ring up
George Watts and transmit an item of news to news-hungry
people.

Later, Frank Dugdale entered. “We shifted the body,” he
reported.

“Good!” The squatter nodded to a vacant chair. “It would
be as well,” he said, “as you are—or will be—the most im-
portant witness, for me to take down in writing the incidents
which led to your discovery. Tell it slowly, and try to miss
nothing, Dug.”

Frank Dugdale retold his story of the significant sounds he
had heard when in the boat and when mooring it. When he
had finished, Thornton leaned back in his chair, selected a
cigarette, and pushed the box across the desk.

“It seems,” he said thoughtfully, “that the killing was just
at the time you were mooring the boat.”

“Yes. It’s my belief that the sickening thud I heard was the
striking of the blow.”

“You saw nothing?”

The two were looking straight at each other. Dugdale said,
without hesitation:

“I saw nothing, nor did I see anyone.”

“It is surprising that the murderer could have got away in
the time. What space of time do you think it was between the
sound of that blow and the moment you saw the corpse in the
lightning?”

Dugdale pondered for a moment or two. He felt elated at
having told one of the few lies in his life. His gaze, however,
was centred on the brass inkstand.

“Difticult to estimate,” he said slowly. “It might have been
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only a minute, or it might have been three minutes. Certainly
not more than three.”

“Humph!” The older man added something to the written
details. “The police-sergeant wanted to know why the black
couldn’t get himself murdered on a fine night. I would like to
know, too, why that black selected my station, and close to my
homestead, to get himself murdered. It will cause a lot of
inconvenience. It’s one of my unlucky days. Even the rain is

stopping.”
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Chapter Six
The Inquiry

“Now, Mr THoORrNTON, after that very excellent lunch we will
examine the men.” The khaki-breeched, blue-tunicked
sergeant of the New South Wales Mounted Police paused
with the squatter outside the office. Near by, in waiting, was a
group of seven men, while on the barracks veranda stood
Dugdale, Ralph, and a jackeroo named Edwin Black.

The sergeant was conducted to the office, where the two
men seated themselves on the far side of the wide desk. The
uniformed man filled his pipe, and, seeing that he did not
intend to open his examination at once, Thornton took a
cigarette, saying meanwhile:

“Thought you’d want to examine the scene of the murder
first.”

“I might have done, had the rain not fallen last night and
wiped out tracks,” the dapper, grey-moustached official re-
joined. “As it is, we will start to get the story ship-shape,
beginning with you.”

“With me!”

“With you.”

“What do I know about it?”

The sergeant smiled. “Don’t know yet. I'll soon find out.
What time did Dugdale tell you of his discovery?”

“At nineteen minutes to nine,” was the unhesitating
answer.

“You are sure of the time?”

“Positive.”

“What sort of condition was Dugdale in?”

“He was drenched to the skin and, I think, a little
upset.”
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“Yes, yes. Of course. But was he out of breath? Were his
clothes disarranged, torn?”

“No, to both questions.”

“Very good. Now, how many men do you employ here?”

“There are seven at present working about the homestead
or riding the near paddocks.”

“Is this the list of their names?”

“Yes. Added to it are the inmates of the barracks and the
name of my son.”

“Then I think we will first see Dugdale.”

“Call Dug, Mortimore, please,” the squatter said to his
bookkeeper.

When the sub-overseer appeared the sergeant appraised
him with a fixed stare, motioning with his hand to a vacant
chair.

“I am told that you found the body of an aboriginal last
night between the garden and the river,” he said in his most
official manner. “You made the discovery on your return from
a fishing expedition. Tell me just what happened from the
moment you entered the boat to go fishing. Take your time,
and miss nothing.”

When Dugdale paused at the end of his narrative, he was
asked:

“Do you know the native?”

“No, I have never seen him before,” Dugdale replied
quietly.

“You say that as you were nearing the bank on your return
you heard a peculiar whining sound that ended in a sharp
report. Why a peculiar sound?”

“Because never before had I heard such a sound, unless it
reminded me of the whirr of ducks flying close overhead.”

“Ah! That's something.” For a moment the interrogator
gazed pensively out of the window. Then:

“After the sound, when you were ashore and mooring the
boat, you heard someone gasp for breath. Was that gasping
sound caused by a man being out of breath from struggling?”
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“I think not,” the sub replied slowly. “It was like that of
a man who had dived deep into water and, having been
down some time, filled his lungs with air on reaching the
surface.”

“And you saw no one?”

“It was dark.”

“I know that. But did the lightning reveal anyone?”

“No.”

“Sure?” suddenly barked the sergeant, for his penetrating
eyes observed a slight flush about Dugdale’s cheekbones.

“Quite sure.”

“Very well. That will do for the present. Send Mr Ralph
Thornton in, please.”

When Ralph entered the office the sergeant was writing on
a slip of paper. Pushing it across to the squatter, he nodded
affably to Ralph to be seated. On the slip of paper which
Thornton read was the sentence:

“The lightning revealed someone to Dugdale.”

“How did you put in the evening last night, Mr Ralph?”
the young man was asked in a much kinder spirit.

“I played cribbage with Black in the barracks after dinner.”

“What time did you start playing? Any idea?”

“A little after eight, I think. We played till ten o’clock.”

“That lets you out. Ask Mr Black to step in for a moment,
please.”

Edwin Black corroborated Ralph’s statement, and in turn
sent in Johnston, the carpenter. Johnston was not asked to be
seated.

“Where were you, Johnston, between the hours of seven
and nine o’clock last night?” asked the sergeant, resuming his
official poise.

“In the men’s hut.”

“Doing what?”

“Reading a blood about a bloke wot arsenicked his three
wives.”

“Oh! You mean you were reading a novel?”

31



“Something like that,” Johnston, tall, angular, and red-
haired replied. “In my young days we called ’em ‘blood and
thunders’. I remember—"

“Precisely. Who was in the hut with you at the time you
were reading this blood?”

“Bob Smiles, Bert Simmonds, and Jack O’Grady.”

“That’s four of you. Where were the others—Clair, Mc-
Intosh, and Fred Blair?”

“How the devil do I know?”

“Now, now! Were those three absent between half past
eight and nine o’clock?”

“Look here, Sergeant! I'll answer any question about me,”
murmured the carpenter, with studied calmness.

“All right, Johnston,” came the unruffled dismissal. “Send
in Bob Smiles.”

Smiles, Simmonds, and O’Grady briefly corroborated
Johnston’s replies, and at last William Clair came in. He wore
a six-day growth of whiskers.

“I don’t know you, Clair. Where do you come from?” was
the first question put to the gaunt man.

“Can’t say as I come from anywhere,” Clair replied in a
hoarse voice.

“Got a sore throat?”

“I have,” Clair said calmly. “I wish you had it instead of
me.”

“I don’t. Where is your home address?”

“I haven’t no address. I've been carrying my swag most of
my life. The last place I worked on was Humpy-Humpy
Station, out of Winton, Queensland, in nineteen-twenty.”

“Right. Now how did you spend last evening?”

“I was away down the river most of the time setting half a
dozen dog-traps,” Clair replied.

“Must have got wet.”

“If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have got this blasted cold.”

“You’re unlucky. When did you start out on your trap-
setting?”
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“About sundown.”

“And you got home?”

“Just after they had lugged the corpse up here to the car-
penter’s shop.”

“All right, Clair. Send in McIntosh.”

To the sergeant’s questions, Mclntosh, a youth of eighteen,
admitted that he was “courting” the housemaid, and that they
had sheltered in the shearing-shed during the rain.

Blair, the last man, then entered.

He was a little wiry man, under five foot six inches, a man
more than fifty years old, but with the spring and suppleness
of a youth. A blistered complexion accentuated the greyness of
his hair and the goatee beard that jutted forth from his chin.

He was employed as bullock-driver. To the people of
Wilcannia he was known as the fierce little man whom it
required the combined energies of the entire police force to
put into the lock-up. This occurred every time Blair visited
Wilcannia, which was every quarter.

Now, Sergeant Knowles was a pearl among policemen in
that he possessed a keen sense of humour. He never bore Blair
any malice for sundry bruises received whilst helping his
subordinates to lock him up. He had for Blair a profound
admiration, owing to his courage and fighting qualities,
drunk or sober. With perfect gravity, he said:

“Is your name Frederick Blair?”

Blair, knowing this inquisition had nothing to do with his
employer, and wishing to make sure that the sergeant should
not think he was nervous in any way, seated himself in the
vacant chair with studied insolence, elegantly crossed his legs,
and as elegantly placed his thumbs in the arm-holes of his
much-greased waistcoat.

“Is my name Frederick Blair?” he remarked, to the ceiling.
“Now I wonder!”

“I am asking you,” the sergeant said gently.

“How many demons ’ave you got with you?” Blair in-
quired, with equal gentleness.
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“Trooper Dowling is outside.”

“Only two of you? I can manage you with one ’and.”
Blair’s goatee raised itself towards his nose. “Now look ’ere,
Sergeant, the last time I was in Wilcannia you wanted the
bleeding jail whitewashed, so you goes and grabs me and two
other blokes on the d. and d. charge, and gets us fourteen days
without the op, so’s you can get the jail whitewashed without
paying the award rates. Wot I wants to know is, when your
flamin’ jail wants whitewashing again?”

“Not for another three months, Blair. But what I want to
know is, where—"

“Never mind what you want to know,” interjected the
little fury. “What I want to know is whether the next time I
come to Wilcannia, and the jail don’t want whitewashing,
you’ll let me alone to have a quiet drink in peace.”

“We'll have to wait till the next time. Where were you last
evening?”

“Like to know, wouldn’t you?”

“I want to know,” the policeman said at last impatiently.

Blair suddenly leaned forward with twinkling blue eyes.

“As a matter of fact, Sergeant, I met the black fellow last
night and asked him for a match. He cursed me for a police
pimp. Me! Me, Sergeant, a police pimp! So I ran up to the
house, grabbed the maids” step-ladder, took it down to the
black, made him stand still beside it, climbed to the top to get
level with his head, and then hit him with a cucumber I
pinched from the garden.” Then, turning to the squatter, he
added: “You see, Mr Thornton, being a small bloke, I couldn’t
reach the nig’s head without them steps. But I took ’em back
and put ’em where [ got ’em.”

Both men were obliged to laugh. Blair, however, remained
perfectly serious.

“But, look here, Blair. Honestly, now, where were you
about eight-thirty last night?” persisted the sergeant.

“I told you,” Blair returned. “I murdered the nig by ’itting
’im on the ’ead with a rotten cucumber. [ own to it. You arrest
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me, Sergeant—and see 'ow you get on. Two of yous! Why, I
could crawl over you.”

“Not in the office, Blair. You’d smash the furniture,”
Thornton murmured.

“All right, Blair. You had better go,” the policeman said
resignedly.

Blair rose slowly to his feet, the goatee now at its normal
right-angle with the bottom of his chin. Slowly he walked to
the door, as though reluctant. At the door he turned, a man
bursting with some hidden withheld information. The
sergeant was at once hopeful; Blair slowly returned to the
desk and, leaning forward, whispered:

“Say, are you quite sure you don’t want to arrest me, Ser-
geant?”

“Quite sure. When I do, I'll arrest you.”

“My oath! You, with your bloomin’ speelers to lend a hand.”
Blair almost cried with disappointment. Then, appealingly:
“But ’ave a ’eart, Sergeant! Don’t bung me in next time to
whitewash the jail. I goes to Wilcannia and gets drunk like a
respectable wowzer, not to whitewash jails. That’s a bit thick.”

With a regretful nod, Blair left them.

“What do you make of Blair?” asked the squatter, chuck-
ling.

“Blair is a fighter, not a murderer,” replied Sergeant
Knowles, grinning. “The two don’t mix outside a drunken
brawl, and this murder was not the result of a drunken brawl.
How many house servants have you got?”

“Three. Martha the cook, Alice the maid, and Mabel the
laundry girl.”

“Humph!” the sergeant re-read his notes carefully. Then,
looking up, he added: “I'll have a look at the corpse. Then
we'll look at the scene of the killing. Then I'll examine the
blacks in that camp up-river. As far as your people are con-
cerned, I am not satisfied with Clair. I'll send Trooper Dow-
ling with him to see if he did set traps last night. Also, Mr
Thornton, Frank Dugdale did see someone in the lightning.”
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Chapter Seven

The Only Clue

“Damn THE rain!” rasped Sergeant Knowles, staring down at
four wooden pegs set at the points of a cross to mark where
the body had been found. “There is not a track left for a black
tracker to see, let alone a white man.”

“What seems significant to me is that the abo stood six feet
four inches in height, and yet, as you say, the blow at the
crown of his head was delivered downwards,” murmured the
squatter. “Such a combination rules out any man of medium
height, unless he adopted Blair’s plan and used a pair of step-
ladders.”

“Just so,” the sergeant agreed absently. He stood on the
river side of the four wooden pegs and consequently faced the
garden fence. “Is Dugdale in love with any of the maids, or
with Miss Flinders, do you know?”

“I don’t know. I've no evidence of any love-affair. Why do
you ask?”

“For no real reason,” came the absent response. “Let us go
along to the camp. Hallo! Who is this?”

Along the bank of the river, walking towards them and the
homestead, came a young lubra. The two men watched her
approach, the sergeant at least noting the springing gait and
the beautiful contours of her limbs. Her age might have been
twenty, but her figure was unusually lovely for a lubra, for
somehow the angular awkwardness of the aboriginal girl
changes with startling rapidity to the obesity of the gin.

She was dressed in a white muslin blouse, a neat navy-blue
skirt, black stockings and shoes. She wore her cheap but well-
fitting clothes with the unconscious grace of a white woman.
When close, she looked at them fearlessly.
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According to the white man’s standards it cannot be said
that the Australian lubra is anything but ugly. This girl,
however, was a rare exception. Her face was oval and flat. Her
forehead neither receded nor bulged, but was high and broad.
Her nose, for an aboriginal, was not spread, and the nostrils
were finely chiselled; whilst her lips, thicker than those of the
white woman, were by no means as thick and coarse as those
of the average black. For an aboriginal she was remarkably
good-looking.

“Good-day, Nellie! You going up to the house?” Thornton
asked kindly.

She smiled, and the sergeant noted that her smile was
restrained and not the customary broad beam.

“Yeth, Mithter Thornton,” she said. “Mithess Thornton
sent for me to give Mabel a hand. She wash tomollow.”

“Ah, yes! Tomorrow is Monday, isn’t it?”

“What is your name, young lady?” Sergeant Knowles put
in.

“I'm Nellie Wanting.” She regarded the blue tunic with
awe, the man with native dignity.

“Who is your mother?”

“Sarah Wanting.”

“And your father?”

“I dunno,” she replied, with utter simplicity.

“Well, welll We won’t keep you.”

They watched her move across the billabong and climb the
farther bank to the garden gate.

“A fine-looking lass, that,” essayed the sergeant thought-
fully. “I wonder who she’s married to, or who she’s living
with. It’s all the same to them.”

“Heartwhole, 1 think. Anyway, she’s a good girl, and
comes up to give the maids a hand two or three times a week.
What now?”

“I think we’ll go along to the camp.”

The policeman rowed the boat upstream, and during the
short trip did not speak. He was a man who, whilst making an
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excellent officer and an efficient administrator of a police-
controlled bush town, would never make a good detective.
Detectives are necessary in centres of population. In the
Australian bush a good policeman must combine the quali-
fications of soldier, scout, and administrator.

Simple murder, with the murderer defined and at large, he
could have dealt with. The apprehension of a known criminal
would have been a matter of tracking, even across the continent.
But, whilst his inquiries were not yet complete, the rain had
obliterated all tracks made prior to nine-thirty the night before.

At the camp they were greeted by Pontius Pilate, engaged
in the somnolent variety of fishing, which is to say, fishing in
the mood of caring little if the fish bite or not. He moored the
boat for them, and with deep seriousness escorted them up the
bank to the fire near the humpies.

“Who is here, Pilate? Wake your people up and tell them I
want to see them,” ordered the sergeant.

The buck growled a few unintelligible words, and, as
spirits raised by incantation, there appeared an enormously fat
gin, another only a shade less fat, two thins laths of girls about
sixteen, and five younger children. The young fellow, Ned,
rose from the ground beneath a gum, yawned, and stretched
himself. He still wore the moleskin trousers; Pontius Pilate
was still barely half-covered by the simple blue shirt.

“Where are your trousers?” Sergeant Knowles demanded
severely.

“Well, boss, you see Ned, he ride-it outlaw, and him pants
all busted. So I loan him mine. By im by, ole Sarah she fix
Ned’s pants, and I git mine back.”

“Which is Sarah?”

“That Sarah. She Sarah Wanting,” answered Pontius
Pilate, seating himself tailor-fashion with extraordinary dex-
terity; and pointing out the huger of the two huge gins.

“Well, you mend Ned’s trousers quick and lively, Sarah,”
she was ordered. “We can’t have Pontius Pilate wandering
about like an angel.”
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Sarah said nothing. Her eyes widened and protruded.

“Now, Pilate, who 1is your friend that got himself
murdered last night?”

The black fellow’s countenance assumed tremendous
gravity.

“He got one hell of a bash, eh, boss?” he said.

“How do you know?”

“I went alonga and seed ’im this morning. Poor ole King
Henry! Good feller, King Henry.”

“Was that his name? He’s not a river black, is he?”

“Yaas, boss. He belonga river long time ago. One time
broke-in horses for Mithter Thornton. He—" His eyes
widened hungrily at the cigarette-case from which the squat-
ter was abstracting a smoke. Slowly he said: “Anyway, boss,
it’s a plurry dry argument.”

John Thornton smiled, and tossed him a cigarette. In-
stantly, the less fat gin was at Pilate’s side when he caught it.
Breaking it neatly in halves, he gave her one, and then, strip-
ping off the paper from the other half crammed the tobacco
into his mouth and began chewing.

“Now, Pontius Pilate,” the sergeant said. “King Henry you
say, was once breaking-in horses on Barrakee. When was
that?”

“Long time ago.”

“When? How many years?”

“Dunno. He went away when Ned was a 1i’l baby.”

Turning to the young man, Knowles said:

“How old are you, Ned?”

“Twenty last January,” he replied in excellent English.

“What did he go away for, and why was he away for
years?” the elder black was asked.

“Ah! You see, boss, King Henry he was a no-fear man, but
he was feared of some white man,” Pontius explained. “This
‘ere white feller he tell King Henry he get him quick, and so
King Henry he go walkabout.”

“And who was the white fellow?”
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“I dunno.”

“Sure?r”

“Yaas, boss.”

“And where’s King Henry been all this time?”

“Up Nor’” Queensland.”

“Oh! And why did he come back?” pressed the sergeant.

“Well, you see, boss, it was orl like this.” Pontius Pilate
seized a short stick and drew fantastic figures on the soft
damp earth. “Ole King Henry he married Sarah Wanting.
That old Sarah. Tellible fat. Ned’s mother. Nellie’s mother, I
don’t believe it, though. She mother to a lot of fellers and lot
of gins. Well, you see, ole King Henry, he find out that white
feller who was tracking him got busted, killed, or something,
so he come back and took Sarah away from ole Mokie, and
then he bring Sarah up here to my camp. Course, Sarah didn’t
know he was gona git murdered like that.”

“But why was the white man tracking him?”

“I dunno.”

For half an hour the sergeant fruitlessly questioned him
and Sarah Wanting on that point. They did not know, and
appeared to take no interest in the matter. Nor did they know
or appear interested in the reason prompting King Henry’s
visit to the station after dark.

That the dead man had held a certain power over these
people was quite evident, and the sergeant surmised that he
was a kind of king, as his name implied.

But any useful information he did not obtain. If these
people knew anything about the crime, they kept the secret so
well hidden that Sergeant Knowles was convinced that so far
as the actual killing was concerned they were none of them
implicated.

At the oars once more, with the squatter facing him from
the stern seat, he growled:

“I’'m hanged if I can see any light. Here is a man who left
the district eighteen or nineteen years ago because his life was
threatened by a white man. For years he wanders, pursued by
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the tracking white. The white gets killed, and King Henry at
once comes back and takes his wife away from old Mokie. He
leaves the camp here about dark, helps Dugdale with his fish,
dives overboard again, and swims the river on the way to the
station, where he is killed.

“Why does he go to the station after dark? And why is he
killed at his first appearance at the station for nigh twenty
years? The man who hunted him died, or was killed, and he
had no one to fear. Yet someone—and a white man—Kkilled
him. Why? Did he kill him for the same reason that that other
white had tracked him for years?

“I can make out only one clue, or coincidence. Pontius
Pilate said that King Henry had come down from North
Queensland, and William Clair admitted that the last job he
had had was near Winton, in Central Queensland. When did
you give Clair employment?”

“Last Friday week,” the squatter answered. “But Clair said
he was away setting dog-traps.”

“He may, and he may not, have been.”

“Anyway, Trooper Dowling has gone to find out.”

“I'm betting that Clair will show him the traps all right.
The moving finger points to Clair, and then to Dugdale, and
then back again to Clair.”

“I cannot agree with you about Dugdale,” was Thornton’s
emphatic response. “I've known Dug intimately for ten years.
What he says he heard ’'m sure he did hear. And, as he said he
saw no one, I'm sure, too, that he saw no one.”

“Maybe,” Knowles conceded. “I am not quite so positive
that he lied when he denied seeing anyone in the lightning.
Still, when I pressed him on that point, he flushed under his
skin. If he’s a liar, he’s a darned good liar.”

“Knowing him as I do, I can guarantee that he’s not a liar.
I’ve never yet found him out in a lie.”

“Well, I don’t know.” The sergeant sighed. “Straight-out
murder I don’t mind, when I know the killer. But these
Mysteries of the Rue Morgue are beyond me. Anyway, Dow-
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ling and I will get on back. I must send in my report, and then
try and work out the puzzle. We might be able to learn
something of Clair from the Winton police. Time, too, is
always on our side. I'll keep in touch with you, night and
morning, by phone. Oh, here’s Dowling waiting for us.”

The trooper was standing at the edge of the water at the
mooring-place.

“Were the traps there, Dowling?”

“Yes, Sergeant. Clair set them some three miles down the
river in a bend.”

“Humph!” The senior man got out of the boat and
climbed up the steep bank, followed by the others. “We'll
examine the scenery,” he said. “Take a line from this tree to
the garden gate. You quarter the right side and I'll do the
left.”

The squatter, taking yet another cigarette from his case,
watched the two uniformed men examining the soft dark-
grey soil from the high bank or natural ramp dividing the
billabong from the river. He experienced not a little irritability
at the whole wretched affair. That such a to-do should be
made over the killing of an ordinary abo was ridiculous. He
heard the sergeant say:

“Don’t expect to discover anything. If the murderer re-
members dropping anything, he had plenty of time to recover
it before we arrived this morning. See any fresh tracks your
side?”

“Several,” Dowling answered. “But all making from the
boats to the homestead via the tennis-court. Hallo! Here are
small shoe-prints going to the garden gate.”

“They’ll have been made by Nellie Wanting, the black girl
who’s working at the homestead this afternoon,” stated the
sergeant.

Thornton was absent-mindedly examining, on the trunk
of the gum near which he stood, a deep incision some nine to
ten inches in length. The tree-wound was fresh and still
bleeding sap. He noticed two raised bumps in the centre of the
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gash, at equal distance from the ends. He took no further
notice of it. He did not even mention it to the two policemen.
Had he known, this was the one and only clue to the mur-

derer of King Henry.
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Chapter Eight

A Round of Inspection

Tue prorick returned to Wilcannia without having secured a
clue to the murder of King Henry. By the sergeant’s orders
the body was interred in the tiny cemetery near the home-
stead, which already contained five graves.

There was one point that occurred to Sergeant Knowles
two days later, and, ringing up the station, he said to the
squatter:

“That girl, Nellie Wanting—does she live in the blacks’
camp?”

“Yes.”

“Then how did she cross the river the afternoon she met us
on her way to the homestead? I noticed no boat at the camp.”

“I'm afraid I have no information on that point,” the
station-owner replied. “I’ll see her and find out. You’ll agree
that she didn’t swim the river like her alleged father.”

“No. She didn’t swim.”

The explanation, when forthcoming, was simple enough.
As has been said, the level of the river was very low, and at a
point about half a mile above the blacks’ camp an outcrop of
rock formed the bed of the river at the lower rim of a deep
hole. Most of the rocks were now uncovered and provided
easy and safe stepping stones.

Although Thornton was in daily communication with the
police-sergeant at Wilcannia, nothing occurred to help for-
ward a solution of the mystery. The week’s work went on,
that of Barrakee with its usual orderliness and regularity. The
squatter prayed for rain.

Blair, with Mclntosh for his offsider, was sent out to the
back of the run with the bullock team to clean out a dry
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surface tank with a scoop. Clair went about his odd jobs,
gaunt and taciturn. The only person for whom the murder
still had a painful interest was Frank Dugdale.

At the time he denied having seen anyone revealed by the
lightning, he could almost have sworn that the white-clad
figure hurrying through the garden was Kate Flinders. This
was his reason for suppressing that fact.

Whilst scouting the possibility of Kate having killed the
black fellow, he could not but conclude that she was im-
plicated. The why and the wherefore of this worried him to
distraction.

And then one evening he saw Alice, the maid, and Mabel,
the laundress, leave the house to stroll up the river, and ex-
perienced an unaccountable sense of relief when he noted that
both girls were dressed in white. Upon that came instant
recollection of having seen the young lubra, Nellie Wanting,
dressed all in white, on more than one occasion. Mrs
Thornton, too, generally wore a white costume. So that,
instead of the hurrying figure at the garden gate being
definitely Kate Flinders, it might, with equal plausibility or
otherwise, have been that of one of four other women.

On realizing this, Dugdale felt immeasurable relief. His
conviction that he had seen Kate Flinders in the lightning
flash was now replaced by the conviction that he had not. And
so indifferent did he become, as did Thornton and the other
men, that this murder of a mere semi-civilized aboriginal was
very quickly relegated to the sphere of forgotten crimes. Had
King Henry been a white man, this indifference would have
been impossible.

One morning in early April, when the sun was rapidly
losing its summer intensity, Thornton ordered Dugdale to get
out the big car for a run to Thurlow Lake.

The squatter never had taken to car-driving and usually
delegated the job to the sub-overseer. Dugdale had the car
outside the double garden-gates that morning about ten o’clock,
when Ralph appeared carrying the last of three hampers and a
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moment later was followed by the squatter and Kate. Dugdale’s
heart missed a beat, and he could have groaned and shouted at
one and the same moment in anticipation of the bitter sweetness
of being in her society most of that day.

Thornton and his niece occupied the rear seat and Ralph
sat beside the driver. After an assurance from the book-keeper
that the out-back mail was all in the bag in the boot, they
glided away over the grey river flats.

Once out of the home paddocks and off the flats, they had
a straight run of twelve miles over a good hard track, across a
blue-bush plain. It was the finest piece of road on the run, and
the great car leapt into its stride like an unleashed kangaroo-
dog. On the elderly man the speed made no emotional
impression but the girl it almost thrilled.

Looking between the two in front, she watched the
speedometer register forty, forty-five, fifty five, sixty-two
miles an hour. From the indicator her eyes went to the small
powerful hands caressing the wheel, iron hands that could
handle equally well a spirited or vicious horse.

“My! That was lovely,” she gasped when they pulled up
before the first gate. “It’s not so quick as you have done it,
Dug. But better luck next time.”

“And what is the quickest time we have done it in?” he
asked, without turning his head. Ralph opened the gate and
they moved slowly beyond it.

“Sixty-four, the time before last,” she replied at once.

“That’s nothing,” Thornton remarked. “One time last
February, when I had an important appointment, and we
were late, Dug hit her up to seventy-eight.”

“No, really! Oh Dug, you’ve been cheating me of fourteen
miles an hour.”

Ralph having shut the gate and got in, the sub-overseer let
in the clutch. He said gently:

“The back country is rather proud of the Women of Barra-
kee. If it were known that I ever endangered the life of one of
them I would be due for a rough time.”
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“Oh, Dug, but it’s quite safe,” she said reproachfully.

“Quite,” he agreed. “Unless a wheel comes off, or a tyre
blows out, or the steering-gear fails, or I want to sneeze.”

“Well, if you keep me down to only sixty-four, I shall never
forgive you.”

“I would do anything in reason to avoid that,” he said
gravely. “But not to avoid it will I risk your life.”

Eighteen miles from the homestead they pulled up at a
boundary-rider’s hut, near a great earth dam. The stockman was
out in one of his paddocks, so his mail was left on the table, the
door shut again, and they went on, stopping sometimes to open the
few gates dividing the eight- and twelve-mile-square paddocks,
once to take a survey of a flock of three thousand sheep.

“They’re not looking bad, Dug, considering the dry time,”
their owner decided.

“No, they look quite all right, so far. Pity we can’t have a
good rain to bring on the feed for the lambs,” came from the
sub-overseer.

“We might get it yet. How much water left at the Basin
Tank?”

“About two feet.”

“Humph! Remind me that we send O’Grady out there to
get the bore and engine in order next Monday. Right! We'll
geton.”

The stockman at Cattle Tank had just come home when
they arrived there. He was a lank, bow-legged man about
forty, and when they pulled up he lounged beside the car, after
removing his felt to Kate Flinders, who said:

“Good morning, David.”

“Morning, Miss Flinders,” he returned with conscious
awkwardness.

“How’s the sheep, David?” inquired the squatter.

“The weaners are losing a bit, but the wethers in top pad-
dock are holdin’ their own.”

They conversed for ten minutes about sheep. At one time
Kate, who often accompanied her uncle on these journeys of
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inspection, asked the squatter why he tarried so long at these
places, talking over matters of which the evening telephone
reports must have fully advised him. And this was his reply:

“My dear, if you led the life these men lead, you would not
like to see your boss flash past in his car. You would enjoy a
short chat with him, or with any other human being.”

When Thornton decided to go on, she had ready a large
square basket, which she offered to David.

“Auntie sent this out to you, David,” she said. “Leave the
basket on the table, and we’ll get it on our way home if you
are out.”

David smiled, a genuinely grateful smile. No wonder Mrs
Thornton was known affectionately far and wide as the
“Little Lady”. She always gave her husband baskets of eggs
and fruit for the riders, adding butter in the winter.

“Now we forgot Alec’s basket, Uncle,” she said when they
moved off. “Don’t let me forget to give it him on our way
back. Has David got his mail?”

“I gave it to him, Kate,” Ralph informed her.

“What, Ralph, have you just awoken? That is the first time
you’ve spoken since we started.”

“The wise are always silent,” he said, with a smile, looking
back at her. “As a matter of fact, I have been thinking.”

“Oh—of what, if I am not rude?”

“You are, but I'll tell you,” he said. “Peculiarly enough I
was thinking of Nellie Wanting, and I arrived at the stupen-
dous conclusion that she would be a really pretty girl if she
was white.”

Kate Flinders laughed deliriously. Dugdale suddenly
smiled. Thornton was absorbed in watching the country, i.e.
the state of the sheep feed.

“I believe, Ralph,” she said, “that you are falling in love
with little Nellie Wanting, the lady of colour.”

“You would, doubtless,” he replied dryly, “be much aston-
ished if I did.”
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Chapter Nine

The Washaways

Ten miLes west of Cattle Tank they reached the Washaways.
It had been a standing joke for years that Thornton repeatedly
stated he would have a bridge, or series of bridges across this
maze of creeks, winding in and out among themselves like the
strands of a rope. The bridges, however, never materialized.

On Barrakee these creeks, divided by steep box-lined
banks, ran from north to south, and in flood-time carried
water from the Paroo to the Darling, a kind of overflow. The
Paroo itself, when it does run water, empties it into the Dar-
ling, just above Wilcannia.

The Barrakee road to Thurlow Lake crossed five creeks,
forming the Washaways at that point, in three-quarters of a
mile, and it was on the west bank of the last of them that
Thornton directed Dugdale to pull into the shade of a great
box-tree for lunch.

Kate Flinders always enjoyed these alfresco lunches. While
she set out the food on the car’s running-board to baffle the
myriads of ants, Dugdale gathered the wood for a fire, and
Ralph filled the billy from one of the two canvas water-bags
hanging from the side of the car.

Dugdale invariably arrogated to himself the task of boiling
the billy, and whilst he was thus engaged the squatter
announced that that morning the annual Land Lottery was
opened.

As a sop to the insatiable hunger for land in the western
half of New South Wales, the Government “resumes” a dozen
or so small areas of land every year from the big pastoral
leases, and these areas, commonly known as “blocks”, are
offered to the public. For every block thus thrown open there
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are up to a hundred applicants. A Land Board, consisting of
two or three highly-salaried gentlemen, eventually visits the
bush towns and hears the applicant’s qualifications. Since no
special  qualifications are demanded and since the
qualifications of past successful applicants are by no means
uniform, the necessary qualifications for success are purely a
matter of guesswork to the bush public.

Hence this annual allotment of blocks is humorously
called, in many places, the “Great Land Lottery”. To Frank
Dugdale, any one of these blocks would enable him, in a few
years, to ask Kate to marry him. Success in the Lottery would
be infinitely quicker than waiting weary years for a manager-
ship.

“Do you know any of the blocks, Mr Thornton?” he asked
promptly.

“Yes. One of them is Daly’s Yards paddock.”

Dugdale’s eyes gleamed.

Daly’s Yards was a large paddock on Tindale Station, and
joined the west boundary of Barrakee. In area it was some
25,000 acres, and, whilst this does not constitute a large area
for Australia, everyone knew that Daly’s Yards was well
scrubbed, and that there was a very fine surface dam in the
west, and a good well in the east. The rent would be about
thirty pounds per annum, and the value of the water supply—
to be paid by arrangement to the owners of Tindale—would
be something like six hundred pounds. Ownership of such a
lease meant independence in less than ten years.

“There will be a lot in for that block,” murmured
Dugdale.

“Are you going to put in for it, Dug?”

The sub-overseer tossed a handful of tea into the boiling
water, and allowed it to boil for half a minute, before taking
the billy off the fire.

“I am, Ralph,” he replied grimly. “It will be the fifth time
I’ve put in for the Lottery, and I might win a block. What
other blocks are out, Mr Thornton?”
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The squatter mentioned a few he had memorized from the
Government Gazette announcement.

“You'd find it fairly lonely living on a block by yourself,
Dug,” he suggested.

“For a start, yes,” Dugdale agreed, stirring the tea to in-
duce the leaves to sink. “But if T got Daly’s Yards it wouldn’t
be long before I had a house built. And with a house I might
induce a woman to marry me.”

“There is that possibility, I admit,” agreed the squatter
dryly.

“If T were extra special nice, would you propose to me,
Dug?”

He looked up into the smiling face. He, too, was smiling,
but his eyes did not smile. She remembered his eyes long
afterwards.

“If I were lucky enough to win a block, I would not be lucky
enough to win you,” he told her, laughing. “It would be most
improbable that one would win two such prizes in a lifetime.”

“But isn’t it considered the thing to do, if one wins a block,
to appreciate one’s stupendous luck by heading a syndicate of
one’s friends to invest in Tattersall’s Melbourne Cup Sweep?”
asked Ralph.

“It is the custom.”

“Then that shows belief in a run of luck,” the young man
pointed out. “You’d better not be extra special nice, Katie, or
you'll find yourself married.”

“If you come trying to steal my niece, Dug, you and I will
engage in debate,” said the squatter with assumed gravity.
“When you become a pastoralist, you'll have no time for
anything but to keep paying the taxes.”

“I'll pay them all right.”

“I know you will. The tax-gatherers will see to that. But
you’ll be kept busy, I assure you. Australia, with a population
less than that of London, can’t keep up European appearances
on the lavish scale of a sixty-million people without taxing us,
our children, and our children’s children, to the bone.”
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“Bother politics,” interrupted Kate irreverently. “Here,
help yourselves to these sandwiches, and let’s talk about Sir
Walter Thorley.”

“That scoundrel,” the squatter shouted.

“That absent owner of half Australia!” ejaculated Dug-
dale.

The effect of that name on the two sheepmen was aston-
ishing.

“You have poured petrol on the fire now, Kate,” laughed
Ralph.

“I think he is a lovely man,” added Kate daringly, finishing
her petrol.

Thornton choked. Dugdale bit savagely into his sandwich.
Distaste for Sir Walter Thorley was common to both, but
their reasons were different.

Dugdale, a member of the great homeless, land-hungry
army, detested not so much the person as the combine whose
head Sir Walter was. This combine had bought up station
after station, so that now it owned hundreds and hundreds of
miles of Government landed property. It dismissed the
employees, sold the sheep, allowed the buildings and fences to
rot, and stocked each station that successively fell under what
was called the “Blight”, with cattle, in charge of one poorly
paid white man and half a dozen blacks.

Mr Thornton and his associate squatters, the majority of
whom elected to reside anywhere but on their properties, were
incensed against the Birthday Knight, because he cynically
ignored the clause in each of his leases which specified that the
holder must do all possible to keep down the wild dogs. Sir
Walter’s cattle stations were notoriously among the finest
breeding grounds of the sheepman’s deadliest enemy.

By no stretch of imagination could Kate Flinders be ac-
cused of hoydenishness. She was, however, the kind of girl
who regards all men as wilful boys, and sometimes she took
keen delight in rousing them. Once she had told the Little
Lady:
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“I love teasing Uncle and Dug. When roused, Uncle looks
just like Mr Pickwick scolding Mr Snodgrass, and Dug grits
his teeth as though he would like to bite me.”

But, once having roused them, she did all she could to
reduce them speedily again to normal.

“Well, if you don’t like my mentioning Sir Walter, I
won’t,” she said placidly. “Let’s talk about the Land Lottery.”

So, until the end of lunch, they discussed the advantages of
the various blocks, and the chances their personal friends had
of obtaining one of them.

After leaving the Washaways, the road ran over undulat-
ing grass country, bearing here and there clumps of belar. Six
miles west of the maze of creeks they came to yet another hut,
called One Tree Hut, with its well. Here lived two boundary-
riders, and to one of these Kate gave a hamper packed by the
Little Lady.

These men, being under the administration of the overseer,
Thornton did not engage long in conversation. The last lap of
the journey, twenty miles, was covered in leisurely fashion.

Approaching Thurlow Lake the road takes one up a slight
rise to a belt of oak-trees, and, when through these, the lake of
brilliant blue and the white-walled, red-roofed buildings of
the out-station burst suddenly into view.

At midday Thurlow Lake is a glittering blue diamond,
lying on an immense expanse of dark green velvet. Roughly
circular in shape, with a diameter of two miles, the blue water
is edged by a ring of brilliant green box-trees with an outer
border of radiant red sand-hills, the whole surrounded by the
omnipresent dark green bush.

To emerge from the high belt of oaks is like meeting the
sea after a weary, dusty, interminable country tramp.

“Oh, why don’t we live here instead of by the old river?”
exclaimed the girl when they dropped down towards the
cluster of neat buildings.

“It is beautiful, Kate, isn’t it?” replied the squatter. “It is
unfortunate, though, that the lake is filled so rarely.
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Remember Thurlow Lake when it is dry and wind-blown,
Kater”

“Yes, it is horrid then. Here is Mrs Watts waiting for us.
Ive never seen her yet without a small child hanging to her
skirts.”

A large, pleasant-faced woman, a little more than thirty,
opened the gate leading into the miniature garden, when they
pulled up before it. Mrs Watts was a bushwoman, one of the
small band of heroic women who live cheerfully and happily
in the semi-wilds of Australia. The Women of Barrakee were
her nearest female neighbours, and Barrakee was seventy-nine
miles east. She loved her husband and adored her six children.
She cooked for him and them, she gave her children their
primary education, and she incessantly struggled with the
elements to make the garden a tiny paradise.

“Come in, come in,” she exclaimed in a low, sweet voice.
“The tea is made and the scones are just out of the oven.
Kate—Oh Kate, my dear, what are the young men doing to
leave you still heartwhole? But there,” with a sharp glance at
Dugdale, “as George says, the young men today haven’t got
much backbone.”

“I don’t know so much about that,” Kate rejoined. “Ralph
hasn’t said anything yet, but he’ll be a whirlwind when he starts.”

Mrs Watts’ blue eyes, set wide in her big face, beamed
upon the young man. Ralph smiled in his quiet way and said:

“It will be Desdemona and Othello, or the Sheik and the
lovely white girl, darkness matched to fairness, black opal
against a white diamond.”

“Now, now, we’ll have no Romeo and Juliet just at pre-
sent,” interrupted the squatter genially. “Wait till we get our
wool to Sydney and the advance cheque in the bank. I'll be
richer then than [ am now—till the tax-gatherers hunt me up.
Where’s George, Mrs Watts?”

“He went out to the Five Mile, Mr Thornton. I'm expect-
ing him back any minute,” she said. “But what are we doing
standing here? Come in—come in.”
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The child clinging to her voluminous skirt was swept off
its feet by the turn she made to lead them into the house liked
loved relatives she had not seen for years. Her happiness was
infectious. Even Dugdale’s heartache was banished for the

time being.
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Chapter Ten

Sonny’s Hundredth Case

GEeorGe WAaTTs, returning in time to join them in an early
afternoon cup of tea, went off on a tour of the back paddocks
with the squatter and Dugdale, leaving Ralph the pleasant
task of talking to the two women. He did this dll the
conversation veered to babies and dress fashions, when, these
subjects not being in his line, he drifted across the stockyards,
in which he had seen a bunch of horses.

At that time there was engaged at Thurlow Lake a horse-
breaker. The popular conception of breaking-in horses
appears to be to rope the animal in cowboy style, fling a saddle
across its back, mount and ride tll either bucked off or
crowned with the laurels of victory. As a matter of cold fact,
such procedure would not merely break-in a horse, but break
it up, too, into a dispirited, abject, miserable animal.

Some of the best horse-breakers in Australia are the
worst horse-riders. Such a one was Sonny. No one knew his
surname; it is doubtful if he knew it himself. He was no
rider, but he had no equal in handling a colt or a spirited
filly, mouthing it, training it to lead, to stay rooted to the
ground when the reins were dropped, and to step up
immediately to a man, if that man wanted to ride it, when
commanded by the lifting of an arm. Vicious horses, bucking
horses, bolting horses, are in ninety-nine cases out of a
hundred the result of bad breaking-in. But that afternoon
Sonny was in despair with the hundredth case—the born
vicious, unbreakable beast.

“I can’t handle him and I can’t ride him,” Sonny wailed
when Ralph had perched himself on the top-most rail of the
round yard.
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The horse was a beautiful, jet-black, three-year-old geld-
ing. Sonny had got the bridle on him with great difficulty, and
had been fruitlessly trying to give him his first lesson. With
forefeet planted like sticks in the ground, the gelding refused
obstinately to move one inch. The short length of rope
attached to the bit-rings was taut. The animal’s head was
thrust out and down under the breaker’s pull, ears flattened,
eyes sloe-coloured in a sea of chalk.

Sonny relaxed the strain on the rope by edging towards the
horse, which remained immobile. He gained its side and gave
its rump a cut with the light switch. The gelding swung its
hind-quarters round away from the breaker, its forefeet
pivoting slightly, but still as straight as sticks. The relative
positions of horse and man were precisely the same.

“I wish I could ride, you black devil,” Sonny cried. “I'd
break you or bust your big, damned heart.”

“I can ride a bit, Sonny,” came Ralph’s musical drawl. “Let
me have a go, will you?”

“Well, Mr Ralph, I've never let anyone ride my hosses till I
say they’re broke-in,” replied the short, powerful-armed
Sonny. “But this ’ere beast will never, never be any mortal use.
Don’t you ride him, now. He'll kill you.”

“Not he. Take the bridle off him and hand it to me.”

Ralph Thornton was not exactly a fool. He had learned to
ride at a very early age, and had since never ridden an easy
horse if a spirited animal was to be had. He was an excellent
rider in that he possessed instinctive balance. There are many,
many good riders, but few, very few, riders of good balance.

Sonny knew this. And, though he thought he knew that
the young man was an inexperienced buck-jump rider, he was
aware that a super buck-jumping horse is so after successfully
unseating many riders. Sonny reckoned that once Ralph was
on its back the gelding would hardly know what to do. Even
so he took no chances.

His slim hands quickly undid the neck-strap, the stodgy
yet infinitely gentle fingers deftly removed the bridle. In-
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stantly, when free, the horse whipped round and lashed out
with both hind hoofs; but Sonny was on the top rail alongside
Ralph.

“I didn’t oughter let yer, Mr Ralph,” he said, “and I'm
going to only on the condition that you square off the boss if
I’ve got to shoot that black swine.”

“Why would you have to shoot him?”

“Why! "’Cos when he throws you, if he does, he is going to
kill you if I don’t drop him with a bullet,” Sonny replied
shortly. “Don’t you tackle him, now, till I gits my gun.”

Ralph waited confidently. He had no doubt of his ability to
stick, once he had his legs across that gleaming black back. As
for the horse, he knew that, should Sonny give it up, Mr
Thornton would have it shot, for the squatter believed in
having not one useless animal on his run.

When Sonny returned he carried a .32 Winchester rifle
and a saddle. The saddle he handed up to the young man. The
rifle he examined before taking a clear view of all parts of the
yard. Ralph, still on the twelve-foot fence, adjusted the stirrup
leathers to his length.

“Don’t you shoot, now, unless he gets me down,” he said to
the breaker.

“You leave the shooting to me,” replied Sonny gruffly. “I'm
going to git the sack for letting you ride him. I'll git hanged if
I let him kill you.”

Smiling, the young man dropped into the yard, swiftly
leaning the saddle against the inside of the fence. The horse on
the farther side watched him with flattened ears and wicked
eyes. Without looking at what he was doing, Ralph adjusted
the bridle over his left forearm, so that when the time came
there would be no fumbling.

Nothing escaped the blue eyes of Sonny, knowing and
poignantly regretting his limitations as a rider.

Ralph made no hurry. For fully a minute he stared into the
eyes of the horse, who at first seemed inclined to rush him
with white, rending teeth. But, whilst the seconds passed,
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Sonny saw first uneasiness, then the first hint of fear flicker in
the white-rimmed, blazing orbs.

[t was then that slowly, arms and head motionless, eyes holding
those of the horse in remorseless stare, Ralph walked across to it,
till he stood directly in front of the shining satin muzzle.

“My Gawd, ’e mesmerizes 'im like a black fellow,” Sonny
grunted, the rifle held to his shoulder as though in a vice, his
right eye glued to the foresight.

Now Ralph was gently patting the sleek velvet neck; his
left hand, on whose wrist hung the bridle, rose with the slow
inexorability of fate to the animal’s nostrils, rose higher and
higher up its face, between its amazed eyes, fondled its ears.
The bit seemed to rise into the horse’s mouth without guid-
ance. Five seconds later, the bridle was fixed behind the still
flattened ears, and in three more the neck-strap was buckled.
And the horse neither moved nor flinched.

The horse had utterly refused to be led by Sonny. Holding
the reins, Ralph slipped backward towards the saddle till
brought up by the obstinate gelding. Once more he stared into
the black eyes. It was not mesmerism, as Sonny thought, it was
not overmastering will-power that compelled the horse to
follow, step by reluctant step, the slowly-backing Ralph. In the
young man’s fixed eyes the animal saw that which made it
shiver, made the delicate nostrils expand to show the red, made
its halting walk similar to the rigid action of a sleepwalker.

Saddling was a prolonged operation, for Ralph could not
then hold the animal with his eyes. But the impression of his
stare remained sufficiently long to enable the saddle finally to
be slid over the animal’s back, the girth tightened cruelly; the
surcingle followed, then the crupper and the martingale. For
the first time in its life the gelding found itself saddled. It was
astounded, and, before the stunning surprise could give place
to fiendish anger, Ralph vaulted lightly on its back.

Sonny gasped. The horse became a statue. For a full min-
ute it hardly breathed. It was galvanized into a living volcano
by the sharp digging of Ralph’s heels.
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The gelding seemed to sink. Then it screamed with rage.
Swiftly as light it whirled in a half-circle, its forefeet turning
within an arc of not more than twenty inches. The perfectly
balanced figure glued to its back had not moved the breadth
of a hair out of the saddle.

Then came a succession of routes round the circular yard.
First away from the fence, then towards it, out again, in again,
always kept from the rails by a narrow margin.

The dust rose in a cloud. Again came the demoniac scream
of rage, this time attracting the two women from the house.
Now in the centre of the yard, the horse paused for two
seconds. Again it appeared to sink, again it pivoted on its
forefeet, rose again directly its hind hoofs touched the ground,
came down on all fours, its legs like sticks.

Ralph was jarred by that springless drop. His knees were
grazed, though he did not realize it, by the terrific unyielding
pressure against the saddle-flaps. Between the rails Kate and
Mrs Watts followed every movement with wide eyes and
beating hearts. Kate even then wondered why Sonny held a
rifle at the ready.

For the third and last time the horse screamed. Then it
went mad. Rearing, it walked on its hind legs. Ralph, lying
along its neck, tried to stop it, but it reared over and back-
wards to crush the demon, the unshakeable demon on its
back.

Mrs Watts cried out. Kate’s heart stopped. Sonny swore,
for horse and man were invisible in the rising dust-cloud. In
its centre writhing figures moved. The watchers did not see
that Ralph had leapt clear, that before the horse regained its
feet he was once more in the saddle.

Horse and man came charging out of the dust. Sonny
determined to shoot the mad thing at the first chance pre-
sented. Buck! The horse behaved like an old hand.

It tried to get its head round to tear at one of Ralph’s legs. It
rushed the fence to roll against it and sweep its rider off.
Failing, it entered into so terrific a buck that it somersaulted
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heels over head. Ralph flung himself sideways out of the saddle,
landing lightly on his feet, the end of the reins still in his hands.

The horse was on its back. It was Sonny’s chance, but he
did not shoot. His love of horses overcame his common sense.
Besides, Ralph was on his feet. A wriggle, a heave, and the
gelding was kneeling like a camel. A feather dropped on its
back. Ralph was again in the saddle.

Lathered with sweat, the horse was caked, every inch of it,
with mud. When it scrambled to its feet the wind whistled
through its distended nostrils like escaping steam.

And then it stood quietly for a spell. Not beaten. This was
only the end of the first round, which it had lost on points.

But the strength of the horse was greater than that of the
lad. Ralph could not afford to give his mount any time to
regain its wind. He snatched off his felt and slapped the
gelding’s ears.

It seemed that in the first round the black fiend had gained
the experience of years. There followed a succession of
lightning bucks and spins, lasting second by second beyond a
minute. The terrific motion told on Ralph. He began to feel
the muscles of his legs grow laggard to respond to his will. A
tearing, ripping pain in his side made breathing intensely
difficult. He could have cried from the agony of impending
defeat when he had been so sure he had the battle won.

The horse suddenly changed its tactics. It flung itself to the
ground. Ralph never knew how his feet got out of the irons.
But he was standing at the horse’s head whilst it rolled over and
back again, in a frenzied effort to free itself from the galling
saddle. The deep loose sand prevented damage to the harness.

Sonny had his second chance to end the battle, but, though
he sighted the horse’s chest several times, his finger refused to
press the trigger. Mrs Watts clung to the rails, her face like
marble, her breathing checked. Kate, had she been able, would
have screamed out idolatrous praise of the dauntless lad.

Once more the horse hunched its legs to rise. Once more
Ralph leapt a full yard to the saddle. In it, he was shot up by
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the springing horse.

And then again came the eternal succession of whirling
spins, high-flung rear-hoofs, back-rearing with fore-hoofs
clawing the sky, humped arched back, gathered bunched feet,
then up, up, to be suspended between earth and Heaven and
down with terrific force on four stiffened legs. Buck, spin,
rear; rear, spin, buck. On and on and on, without cease.

Horse and man were covered with bloody foam. Lethargy
stole over the weaker. Less and less grew the pressure of knees
against heaving flanks. Every bone in Ralph’s body felt as
though crushed to dust.

Buck, buck, buck. Spin and spin again. Buck, rear on fore-
feet, rear on hind-legs, fore-feet thrashing the dust-thickened
air. Rear, spin, buck, and buck again. In and out of the dust-
cloud maddened beast and puny human charged in sickening
lurches, whirls, and undulating rushes.

Mrs Watts did not see the end. She slumped down against
the rails in a faint. Kate clung to the great fence as though all
strength had ebbed from her limbs. Nothing of her moved but
her eyes. Sonny was stunned.

Horse and man were enveloped in the dust, invisible. It
seemed to Kate that something awful had happened. The
world ceased to be. Movement stopped. Everything—time,
her heart—stood still. Slowly the dust was wafted aside by a
zephyr wind. Like the picture on the developing plate there
came into her vision the still, mud-caked form of a horse lying
stretched out, stiffened in death, its heart broken. And
standing, regarding it pitifully, Ralph Thornton, the reins yet
in his hands.

She saw him raise his head slowly. She saw his handsome
face distigured by dust, and the dust on his cheeks was fur-
rowed by great, slow-falling tears. From a far distance she
heard him say, plaintively:

“Katie, Katie! Oh, Katie, I've killed him!”

She saw him close his eyes and fall as if shot across the

body of the great horse.
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Chapter Eleven

Poor Old Bony

DucpaLe prove Kate Flinders and her uncle back to Barrakee
the next afternoon. Ralph had been left behind, enthroned in
the hearts of the overseer and his wife, and occupying the
position of a god to the worshipping Sonny.

He had recovered from the faint of exhaustion to find
himself in the horse-breaker’s arms, whilst that alarmed man
was carrying him to the house, followed by the two women,
Mrs Watts having been revived by Kate. But the next
morning, though he was quite uninjured, the young man
could hardly walk.

He was wearing a pair of the overseer’s trousers—his own
having been frayed to ribbons—but the inner sides of his legs were
red raw from the friction of the saddle, and walking was extremely
painful. Kate and the squatter agreed that Mrs Thornton must
not see him like that, or even know of his strenuous ride, for
of late the Little Lady had complained of her heart.

“I think, Kate, we were wise to leave Ralph behind for a
day or two,” the squatter remarked, after an unusually long
silence. “We must tell your aunt that Watts required addi-
tional help. What have you been thinking about?”

“Ralph.”

The squatter waited, but Kate did not continue. He fell to
wondering if his niece had discovered that she loved Ralph.
Sincerely he hoped so, for her marriage to his and his wife’s
adopted son had been their joint dream. The girl had come to
them at the death of her mother ten years earlier, her father
having died but one month before. She occupied a place in his
heart similar to that occupied by Ralph in the heart of his
wife. After an interval, she said:
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“What did you say to Sonny, Uncle?”

“Quite a lot,” he replied grimly. “But, after all, he was not
much to blame. He knew Ralph could ride, and like all of us
who know horses, he didn’t dream that the gelding would
fight like that, certainly not that the brute would go mad. No,
he wasn’t much to blame, and he had the sense to get his rifle
ready for use if the horse had thrown the lad and gone for
him.” For a moment he hesitated. “By gum, I'd have given a
thousand pounds to see that ride.”

“I would never have believed that a horse could have
bucked so,” she said with shining eyes. “And never would I
have believed that any man could have ridden him. Ralph was
just wonderful.”

“He’s got sand all right, Kate. He’s altered a lot during his
last school term. He is quieter, and I have the idea that he is
thinking a great deal.”

“Worrying about something?” she asked.

“No, not worrying. Just thinking—thinking out some
problem. I may be quite wrong. Do you love him, Kate?”

“Of course I do,” she flashed back.

Mr Thornton sighed. He knew that her unhesitating
answer indicated one thing only. She went on:

“Why do you ask that, Uncle?”

“I was wondering,” was his answer. “I should like to know
in plenty of time, so that I could see about the wedding.”

The car was travelling over the fine last stretch of road at
fifty-five miles an hour. But Kate was insensible to the speed.
A soft blush suffused her cheeks when she met the direct gaze
of her companion.

“I don’t love him that way, Uncle,” she said. “Or at least |
don’t think I do.” She added reproachfully: “You really should
not have drawn that confession from me.”

He saw her embarrassment, took her nearest hand in his
two and pressed it. His voice was only a whisper when he said:

“Perhaps not, Katie. But never keep any secrets from your
old uncle. Some day you will love. Some day Ralph will fall in
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love. Your aunt and I would be happy if you were to fall in
love with each—But no matter, my dear. Whoever is Mr
Right—and the man you choose will be Mr Right—be
assured, Katie, that you and he have in me a lovers’ friend and
confidant. I only want you to be gloriously happy.”

Looking into the beautiful face, he wondered as he always
did at the purity written upon it. Just then her eyes were moist
and her lips a little parted. She was about to speak, but
refrained. Her eyelids fell and the blue liquid pools were
hidden. Putting her other hand over his two, she clasped them
with a tight, affectionate squeeze.

When they reached the homestead dusk was falling. Their
explanation of Ralph’s absence given, they saw a momentary
flash of disappointment in the Little Lady’s face.

“Well, well, don’t keep him out there long, John,” she said,
putting her arm through his. “You see, he will always ride the
most outrageous horses, and sometimes I am afraid.”

“Afraid you needn’t be. Ralph can ride anything,” replied
her husband with conviction.

After dinner he left his wife reading in the long drawing
room, and Kate playing soft airs on the piano, and proceeded
to his office to read the mail arriving that day, and to ring up
his riders. For an hour he lounged in the swivel chair behind
his desk and was thinking of rejoining the ladies when
someone knocked on the door.

“Come in,” he answered, and reached for a cigarette.

A man entered, closing the door again softly. Striding to
the desk, he came into the light from the low-hung bulb, and
proved to be a stranger.

“Mr Thornton?” he asked in faintly drawling tones.

“Yes. What can I do for you?”

The squatter saw before him a man, whose age he guessed
to be between thirty-five and forty. His features were those of
the white man; his complexion was a ruddy black, not the jet-
black of the thoroughbred aboriginal. He was dressed as a
bushman.
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“I have a letter for you, Mr Thornton, which will explain
my presence.”

The station-owner noted the accent and the grammar,
which spoke of constant association with whites from an early
age. He accepted a long blue envelope. It contained a sheet of
foolscap, headed, “Police Station, Wilcannia”, and read:

Dear Mr Thornton,

The case of the recent murder near your house presents a
problem, now no nearer solution. Murders of, or by, aboriginals
generally are difficult to investigate, for as you well know the
mind of the aboriginal baffles the intelligence of the white.

The baptismal names of the bearer are Napoleon Bona-
parte, but he may be persuaded to adopt a nom de plume. In
any case, he is entitled to admiration for his powers of
observation and deduction, as proved by many past successes in
the solving of mysteries concerning aboriginals. In short, he is
the finest bush detective in the Commonwealth.

HO have loaned his services from Queensland, and I have
been instructed to ask the favour of your assistance, which is
necessary. He himself suggests that you give him employment
about the homestead, such as painting your two boats, which |
observed required paint. Although he stands much higher in the

Force than I do, he will want to dine and live with your hands.

The letter was signed by Sergeant Knowles, and was
marked “Strictly Confidential”. Thornton glanced up and
regarded his visitor with interest.

“Sit down, Mr Bonaparte,” he said, indicating the chair on
the far side of his desk.

The man smiled, revealing gleaming teeth. His blue
eyes—the only other indication of the white in him—were
twinkling when he said:

“My name, Mr Thornton, is Bony, without any ‘Mister’.
Everyone calls me Bony, from my chief to my wife and chil-
dren in Brisbane.”
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“Then I, too, will call you Bony,” agreed the station-owner
pleasantly. “How did you come by your startling name?”

“I can assure you it was no wish of mine to insult the
illustrious Emperor,” explained the stranger. He accepted a
cigarette with grace, and lighting it, went on, “I was dis-
covered at the tender age of two weeks with my dead mother
under a sandalwood tree in the far north of Queensland, and
I was taken to the nearest mission station. There, a little
later, the necessity for a name arose; and, whilst various
names occupied the mind of the respected matron, she
observed me trying to eat a copy of Abbott’s Life of Napoleon
Bonaparte. 1 have concluded since that the matron was a
humorous soul.”

“Sergeant Knowles says here that you have obtained not a
little renown in the detection of crime. I don’t think I've ever
heard of you.”

“I am glad to hear that, Mr Thornton.” Bony blew a series
of perfect smoke-rings. Then, calmly giving expression to an
astounding vanity, he added: “If everyone had heard of me
there would be no murders. My occupation would be gone,
and I would be a most unhappy man.”

“The sergeant says you want me to give you a job here,”
Thornton said.

“Yes. I thought I might allay suspicion by painting your
boats. That occupation will give me opportunity to examine
the scene of the murder. I will live with the men. Is Clair still
here?”

“Yes. But I am thinking of sending him out to the back of
the run. Will you want him?”

“Not just now. Are the blacks—Pontius Pilate’s crowd—
still camped up the river?”

“They are.”

“Good! I may want them. Treat them with all kindness,
Mr Thornton, for, as I said, I may want them. Should they
suddenly decide to go for a walkabout, I might ask you to give
them rations to keep them.”
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“Yes, all right. Have you formed any theories regarding
the murder?”

“Plenty. However, it’s certain that the crime was the con-
clusion of a feud lasting many years. Did you know King
Henry? Did he ever work here, as Pontius Pilate stated?”

“Although at the time I did not remember him, I found on
looking up my business diaries that he was employed here
some twenty years ago for a period of ten weeks.”

“Ah! And Clair?”

“Clair has never worked here before.”

For a little while they stared at each other. Then:

“Clair’s past is a mystery,” Bony said thoughtfully. “How-
ever, I do not suspect Clair above others. D’you know if Clair
can throw a boomerang?”

“As far as [ am aware, he cannot. Why?”

Bony ignored the question.

“Have you seen at any time any of Pontius Pilate’s crowd
throwing a boomerang?” he asked.

“No. Why these questions?”

“If you answer my next question in the affirmative I will
tell you. Sergeant Knowles informs me that there are several
gum-trees about the place where King Henry was found dead.
At the time of the murder, or since, you have not by any
chance observed a wound on the trunk of one of them, such as
would be made by being sharply struck by a sharp-edged piece
of iron?”

Instantly Mr Thornton was taken back to the day follow-
ing the crime. Again he saw the two policemen quartering the
ground looking for clues, and the trunk of the giant gum
bearing just such a wound as Bony described.

“Yes,” he said, and gave the details.

“Good!” Bony announced with satisfaction. “We now
know that if King Henry was not actually murdered by a
boomerang one was thrown at him. How do we know? In his
statement Frank Dugdale said that he heard a sound like the
whirring of ducks, followed by a sharp report similar to a
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paling being struck by a stick. That was the flight of a
boomerang and its impact against a tree. You see how sensible
were the officials of New South Wales to loan from

Queensland poor old Bony.”



Chapter Twelve

Bony on Boomerangs

“AH!” Bony and the squatter were standing before the great
gum-tree bearing the strange wound. The clean-cut fresh
injury was now distorted by gummy exudations, light amber
in colour and crystal clear. After a minute inspection at a
distance of two yards, the half-caste placed the packing-case
he had brought against the tree and, stepping on it, pro-
ceeded to remove the gum crystals with a clasp-knife.

It was the morning following his appearance at Barrakee.
Bony had been with the men at nine o’clock when they
gathered outside the office to receive their orders and, taking
care that he was heard, he had asked the squatter for work.

Thornton had appeared to cogitate, and then stated that
the applicant could start right away and paint the two boats.

One of the boats had been hauled up on the riverbank,
and lay there bottom-up on low trestles. A blow-lamp to
remove the old paint and several triangular scrapers were in
evidence.

No one recognized Bony, or guessed his profession, but one
man. The instant he saw him, Clair’s eyes narrowed; for,
while the half-caste never remembered having seen the gaunt
man before, Clair remembered the black trackers who had at
one time left Longreach with the police to hunt down a
madman. And when, from behind the pumping-engine, Clair
saw the two by the gum-tree, he was sure that the newcomer
was there to investigate. He wondered what Bony was doing
to the bark of the tree.

It had been urgently impressed on Thornton that the ulti-
mate success of Bony’s activities depended on everyone on the
station, including the women, being kept in ignorance of his
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profession. The squatter had given his word to remain silent
on that point.

At the end of ten minutes the strange detective stepped
down from the case and shut his knife.

“The examination and study of boomerangs, Mr Thorn-
ton, is of absorbing interest,” he remarked.

“It must be,” the other agreed, inwardly agreeing also that
the study of this educated and refined half-caste, a foundling
picked up from the shade of a sandalwood tree in Northern
Queensland, was also of absorbing interest.

“Having always been interested in lethal weapons, my
knowledge of the boomerang is unsurpassed,” Bony stated,
with unconscious but superb conceit. “There are three kinds
of boomerang,” he went on. “The Wongium, which returns in
its flight to the thrower; the Kirras, which does not return;
and the very heavy Murrawirrie. The Yarra blacks, now un-
happily wiped out by you gentle white people, used only the
first two—the Wongium for killing birds, and the Kirras as a
war weapon.

“The Central Australians employ the last two—the Kirras
for throwing and the Murrawirrie for use as a sword. You see,
therefore, that the Kirras is, or was, in general use all over
Australia; but there is a sharp difference in the carving. The
eastern blacks always flattened one side; the Central Australia
blacks never flattened either side, but kept the weapon round.

“Now, a Kirras made that wound. The boomerang was
round, indicating that it came from Central Australia. It was
thrown at a range of about thirty yards. Had it struck King
Henry’s head fair and square, it would have smashed it to pulp;
had it reached him from a distance of a hundred and fifty yards,
it would have killed him by cutting his head open. Having a
description of King Henry’s wound, I am inclined to reason
that it was not the boomerang in flight that killed him.”

“Well?” The squatter was astonished, and showed it.

“To proceed,” Bony went on. “The weapon which made
that mark I have proved came from Central Australia. From
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tip to tip it measured about thirty-three inches, and it probably
weighed about two pounds. Without seeing the weapon, I can
go farther. I can tell you the precise district in Central
Australia from which it came, and the name of the tribe that
made it. It is not a sharply-curved boomerang. On the outer
edge, at equal distance from the centre, are two deep incisions
cut diagonally; and those marks—which show in reverse on
the tree there—were cut as a mark of respect to an ancient
chief who, hugging two enemy warriors in the same embrace,
crushed them to death.”

For a little while Mr Thornton regarded Bony with un-
disguised admiration. “What else does that wound tell you?”
he asked.

“That the thrower of the boomerang was not skilled in its
use,” replied Bony promptly. “A practised hand would never
have missed at thirty yards, even in the dark. But enough of
boomerangs for a while. Have you the list of names I asked
for?”

“Yes. Here it is.”

Bony glanced down the names written on foolscap, the
occupation of each person being also given.

“Are all these people still about the homestead?” he asked.

“All but Blair and McIntosh, who are out on the run
cleaning out a dam, and my son, now at Thurlow Lake.”

The half-caste’s expression was inscrutable; his blue eyes
veiled. From a pocket in his dungarees he produced a silver
pencil-holder and, kneeling beside the packing-case, used it as
a desk. He added another name to the list, saying:

“John Thornton.”

“Surely I am not suspect?” inquired the station-owner
dryly.

Bony looked up. “I am looking for a sting-ray,” he said. “I
examine all the fish that come into my net to make sure if the
sting-ray is there. There is a Mrs Thornton, is there not?”

The squatter laughed heartily.

“There is,” he admitted.
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Down went Mrs Thornton’s name, and then yet another
was added.

“And a Miss Kate Flinders, I believe,” Bony murmured. Once
more on his feet, he said: “I have here the name of every person at
Barrakee homestead the night King Henry was murdered. I also
have a list of the blacks up along the river. Our friend, the
sergeant, definitely ascertained that there was not a single
traveller on either side of the river for a distance of twelve miles
up and twelve miles down on that precise night. Therefore, one
of the names on my list is the name of King Henry’s murderer.

“The case is one of exceptional simplicity,” Bony went on,
with astounding assurance. “I have to find the killer among
only twenty-four people. My confreres in the city have to find
a wrongdoer among hundreds of thousands, which is why
they often fail and I never do.

“Adopting my original and exclusive methods of detection,
I shall proceed to take a name and prove the innocence of the
owner by inductive reasoning. With this process of
elimination there will in the end remain one name—the name
of King Henry’s murderer.”

“You make me nervous, my friend,” Thornton said. “I
shall have no peace of mind till you tell me you have erased
my name.”

“Then I will tell you when I do.”

“Thank you! Here is my wife, curious to know why we are
conspiring here.”

Mrs Thornton and her niece were walking across the billa-
bong. Bony regarded them with keen eyes. To him they were
fish in his net, and either might be the sting-ray. When near,
the Little Lady looked at him kindly; Kate with interest. The
squatter smiled, and said:

“I am having the boats painted, dear. Not, I am afraid,
before it was needed.”

“You are right, John. They need it very much. Kate and 1
were walking in the garden, and your long conversation has
made us curious.”
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“My dear, you should not be curious,” admonished her
husband. Turning to the half-caste, he said: “This is a new
hand, with the exceptional name of Napoleon Bonaparte.”

“Napoleon Bonaparte!” Mrs Thornton echoed.

“Madam, it is my regret that I am not the illustrious Corsi-
can,” Bony said gallantly. “It is my regret that his name has
been taken in vain by those who gave it me. Alas! no man can
be responsible for his parents: I certainly was, however,
responsible for my name, though I was but six months of age.”

Bony described his christening, following the mutilation of
Abbott’s famous history.

“I hope you have read that history,” the Little Lady said,
looking at the dark face, the blue eyes, and the sharp features
of the new hand.

“If I had read the Bible through as often as I have read that
history, Madam, I should today be a Doctor of Theology.”

Two tiny vertical lines appeared between Mrs Thornton’s
eyes. Before her stood a gentleman in dungarees, an Austra-
lian half-caste with the manner and accent of a university
man. Bony was something entirely new to her.

“In that case,” she said, “you will always experience poig-
nant sympathy with the Eagle of France chained to the
Dreadful Rock.”

“Madam,” he said in return, “it was an unspeakable
tragedy. My ancestors on my mother’s side knew not Christ,
but they were better Christians than the Emperor’s jailers.”
For a moment the squatter’s wife and the half-caste gazed
steadily at each other. Then Bony bowed with instinctive
grace, waited for the ladies, escorted by the squatter, to move
away, and finally sat down on the upturned boat and lit a
cigarette.

For several minutes he remained in deep thought, smoking
pensively. Suddenly he produced a small diary and, opening it
at the page marked with that date, he wrote: “Mrs Thornton,
capable of strong emotion.”
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Chapter Thirteen

Myrs Thornton’s Ambition

A wEgEek passep with accustomed quietude at Barrakee. The
river had almost ceased to run, and the long shallow stretches
between the holes at every sharp bend were dry, with the
exception of a meandering runnel. The days were brilliant
and deliriously cool after the fierce heat of summer; and the
nights, clear and invigorating, were lightened by the winking
lamps of Heaven, so bright and big as seemingly to be affixed
to the topmost branches of the gums.

Bony fell naturally into his place among the men, and with
them quickly became a favourite. If at first his correct and
somewhat magniloquent speech aroused comment, this single
peculiarity was quickly dimmed by familiarity. His supply of
stories was unfailing, and his wonderful accomplishment of
eliciting haunting strains from a single gum-leaf was an
inexhaustible source of pleasure.

A few days after Bony’s arrival Sergeant Knowles called in
for afternoon tea on his way from the little township of Louth.
Ranking much higher in the social scale of the bush people
than do his peers in the British police force, the sergeant was
always welcomed by the Women of Barrakee.

The reason for this difference in status is no mystery.
Australia’s mounted police are recruited from bushmen.
Whilst not attracting gentlemen adventurers, as similar
organizations in other dominions may do, the force does
attract sound men from a community that contains ninety-
nine per cent natural gentlemen.

A farmer often lives all his life on his little farm; the city-
dweller all his life in one suburb. Beyond the suburb and the
farm the world is a myth. With the majority of bushmen,
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however, the restless nomadic habits of the blacks they have
displaced have eaten into their vitals. Even the semi-civilized
blacks must go on a walkabout when the call is heard; and it is
the same call which urges a bushman suddenly to leave his
job, break for the nearest hotel to spend his cheque, and then
take his walkabout before settling again for a little while in a
new job.

The walkabouts cover in many cases hundreds of miles,
and in a few years make the man familiar with all the States.
His mind is broadened by travel and fresh human intercourse.
His philosophy is one of simple happiness. The amount of his
reading is prodigious, the range of it is wide.

Such, then, is the material that goes to make an inland
policeman. The class and the police-court mould the recruit’s
speech as the riding-master weans him from his easy seat on a
horse to military stiffness. The force finishes his education, so
well begun by the walkabouts.

Thornton and the sergeant were standing beside the
latter’s car after tea. The sergeant was in plain clothes, but
there was no mistaking the soldier-policeman in his upright
figure and keen face.

“What do you think of Bony?” he asked, with a smile.

“I think him the most extraordinary man I have ever met,”
Thornton replied. “He knows as much about the Emperor
Napoleon as he does about boomerangs and playing on a gum
leaf.”

The sergeant chuckled.

“He asked me once who I considered the greatest man
who ever lived, and when I named Jesus Christ he said
solemnly: ‘Jesus is the Son of God; but the first Emperor
Napoleon was the God of the French nation’.”

“I fully believe it,” the squatter said thoughtfully. “He was
giving me a lecture on boomerangs the morning after he came
here and, my wife happening to join us, I introduced him to
her, wholly, I think, on account of his name. She, too, is a great
admirer of the Little Corporal. Yes, he’s an astonishing person.”
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“I had a letter two days ago from a brother-in-law who is
an inspector at Charleville, Queensland,” said the sergeant.
“He said he had heard that Bony was being sent here on this
case, and gave me rather a good history of him.

“For many years he was a black tracker in the far west of
that State, but before that he earned the degree of an A. at
Brisbane University. Do you remember the case of the
kidnapping of the Governor’s daughter whilst the vice-regal
party were touring North-West Queensland?”

“I'do.”

“It was Bony who got the child back from the outlaw gang,
and Bony who led the police almost across the Northern
Territory to West Australia after the gang, which they caught.
They offered Bony membership in the police force, and Bony
told them he was not a policeman but a detective. Somehow,
he thinks the two quite different. The Governor saw him
about it, and Bony said that his gifts and his education entitled
him, at the lowest, to the position of detective-sergeant. They
gave it him.

“Today he ranks as detective-inspector and, as I told you in
my letter, is the very finest bush detective in the Commonwealth.
He’s married to a half-caste, and has three children. They, and his
wife, live on a ten-acre block of dense tea-tree scrub not far out of
Brisbane, and once every year the whole family roll up their
swags and accompany Bony on his annual walkabout.” The
sergeant lit his pipe and climbed into the driving-seat, and then
added: “Yes, they think a lot of Bony in Queensland. My
brother-in-law told me he’s never failed in a case.”

“He must be a good man.”

“By all accounts he is. You see, he’s a specialist in bush-
craft and in the black fellow’s psychology, neither of which a
white man will ever be expert at. Well, goodbye! You might
have Bony with you some time, but he’ll surely win.”

The sergeant drove away on the down track, and the

squatter sauntered into his office. There he rang up Thurlow
Lake, and asked for Ralph.
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“Well, how is it, Ralph?” he asked, when the young man
spoke.

“Good as gold now, Dad.”

“I am glad of that. Has Dug arrived? I sent him this morn-
ing with a load of rations on the truck.”

“No, he is not here yet. What time did he leave?”

“About nine. It’s three now, so he should be about due.
Look here, Ralph!” The squatter’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“Can you walk easily now?”

“Yes, oh, yes!” murmured the young man.

“Well, you had better come in tomorrow with Dug. Your
mother is getting anxious about you. Mind, not a word about
that fool ride of yours.”

“All right, Dad, I'll remember.”

“Good lad! Bye-bye!”

The squatter rang off and turned to signing cheques made
out by the bookkeeper. After that he put on his felt and
walked down to the shearing-shed, more to fill in time than
for any purpose.

The next morning, early, Black, the jackeroo, drove him
and Kate to Wilcannia, where, his turn due, he occupied the
Bench and gave judgement in a few “d. and d.” cases and a
matter of infringement of one of the countless motor laws.

In consequence, the Little Lady was sitting alone that
afternoon on the wide veranda, waiting to give Ralph after-
noon tea. She had heard the arrival of the big two-ton truck,
followed by the voice of her beloved boy whilst on his way to
the bathroom. Now, with eager expectation on her kindly
face, and carrying the scent of garden flowers wherever she
went, she made one of her sudden resolutions.

And then all at once the light went out, for two strong
hands slipped round her head and covered her eyes. A face
was pressed to her greying hair, and from its depths a low,
harsh voice demanded:

“Guess, Madam, who I am.”

“Ralph!” was her instant reply.
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Over her left shoulder appeared the young man’s face, his
eyes dancing, his white teeth revealed by a light smile. Quickly
turning, her hands went up to his head, and they kissed.

“Mother mine!” he murmured, embracing her. Then he
snatched a chair close to her and, searching her face with his
eyes, added:

“You are not looking so well as I would like you to look,
Little Lady. I must tell Dad about it, and get him to take you
to Sydney for a holiday before the lamb-marking.”

“It’s your imagination, dear. I feel quite well,” she assured
him.

“A nice restful holiday with the sea-breeze blowing in your
face will bring the roses back, anyway.”

“Silly! I'm too old to have roses in my cheeks.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of
Martha with the tea-things. When Mrs Thornton saw her
huge bare feet, she sighed audibly. It was Martha who spoke
first, hurriedly, as though quite prepared with a very excellent
defence.

“Missy,” she rolled out, “that there Bony he go plant-it my
boots. I bin give him cup of tea, and now him gone.”

“You get on his tracks, Martha, straight away,” laughed
Ralph. “Take a waddy with you and wallop him.”

“Mine tinkit I knock off his plurry head,” Martha replied
ferociously, and thundered away—to find her best elastic-
sided brown boots on a kitchen-chair. How was she to know
that Bony wanted one of them for a particular purpose?

“This Bony appears to be somewhat of a character,
Mother,” remarked Ralph over his tea.

“He’s quite a character,” she said. “Kate and I saw your
father talking to him near the boats he is repainting, and, like
women, as we wanted to know what they were talking about
for such a long time . . .” She told the lad the half-caste’s
explanation of his name, ending by saying softly: “Bony and I
found that we had a bond of sympathy.”

“Oh! In what way?”
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“We both adore the Emperor Napoleon, Ralph. In fact,
our first interview ended almost theatrically.”

“Explain, please.”

She told him, and Ralph’s interest in Bony was excited.

“I must make his acquaintance,” he announced. “Although
[ have read Mr Abbott’s history, I cannot agree that the
Emperor was quite the demi-god that historians would have
us believe. Still, he was a great man, in that he always played
the game when his opponents did not.”

“Which was where he made his greatest mistake,” she said
swiftly. “Anyway, Ralph, let us put aside the Emperor for a
litle while and discuss something else—ourselves, for
instance.”

“The subject will be equally interesting. How shall we
start?”

“I have been thinking a very great deal about you, Ralph,
since you came home from school,” she said, her eyes fixed on
his. “I am glad, so glad, that you are learning so well and
quickly to take up your burden. Sometimes I think I shall not
be much longer with you, and when my call does come I
should like to know that your position in the world was
assured and that you were settled.”

He would have spoken, but she went on hurriedly.

“No, no, dear. Don’t be alarmed. I am not going to die for
a long time yet. Your father and I have decided to go down to
the sea directly the shearing is over, and I shall come back a
new woman. We'll talk about you, and the plans I have made
for you. You don’t mind my making plans for you, do you?
All mothers do.”

“Of course not,” he said gently, uneasiness about her health
in his eyes, and shocked by the first hint of mortality in his
young life.

“You know, dear, that when your father and I are taken, you
inherit Barrakee and all your father’s wealth, after sufficient has
been deducted to provide Kate an annuity. But, when you
become the Squatter of Barrakee, you will need a good wife. A
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good wife means so much to a bushman. Ralph, don’t tell me
unless you wish, but have you thought about Kate?”

“As a wife?” Ralph asked, with not a little surprise.

“Yes, as a wife. Do you love her, Ralph?”

“I do. I am very fond of Kate,” he said warmly. “Why she
is the prettiest girl in the world, and the sweetest; but I've
never thought of her as a sweetheart. Honestly, it always
seemed to me that we are brother and sister.”

“No doubt; but you are only cousins,” Mrs Thornton said
softly. Then, reaching forward, she took both his hands in
hers. “Never forget, Ralph, that I think only of your hap-
piness. Had I not been so sure of Kate, I would never have
mentioned her in this way. Whatever you do, never marry
except for love. There is plenty of time for you, but Kate is a
beautiful girl, and every man makes himself agreeable to her,
courts her, and could easily fall in love with her. I would hate
for you to suddenly discover that you loved her when it was
too late. Think about it, will you?”

“Certainly I will.” He laughed gently. “It would not, I
think, be difficult to love Kate sufficiently to make me want to
marry her. As a matter of fact, | never thought about it, but,
now you have made me think about it, there’s no knowing
what may happen.”

For several moments she looked into his dark, handsome
eyes, searchingly, longingly, a great affection in hers. Slowly
and softly, she said:

“If you were to fall in love with Kate, Ralph, and one day,
not necessarily soon, you were married, I should be so happy.
You see, I love you both, and I am afraid that some other boy
will win her, a prize that should be yours.”

Again they looked deeply each at the other. Their eyes
eventually falling, a silence fell upon them, a long silence
broken by Ralph pushing back his chair and standing over
her, saying:

“Give me a week, Little Lady. I'll search my heart and tell
you then what I find there.”
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Chapter Fourteen
Bony’s Imagination

Bony recLiNED with his back against one of the trestles
supporting the first boat to be repainted. All the old paint had
been burned and scraped off, and the boat, lying keel
uppermost, appeared like an old hen whose feathers have all
dropped out. He sat in the sun, smoking a cigarette, and
looking with vacant eyes at the border of gums on the farther
bank of the river.

By his side lay a slab of cement-hard clay, dark grey in
colour, and about a foot square. That morning he had cut it
carefully out of hard ground near the garden gate.

To ordinary eyes there was nothing of interest about that
slab of dry clay. To ordinary eyes there was no mark on it until
they had gazed for a long time at its flat surface. Then might
vague perception dawn of a series of opposing curves, very
faint and irregular in impression.

Bony’s eyes, however, were not ordinary. He saw here on
the flat surface a clear impression of a man’s left boot.

Over all that vast area of Australia not broken up by the
plough the ground is an open book for those who can read.
The history of the wild is written there. Reptiles and animals
cannot live without making and leaving their mark. Even
birds must alight sometimes and register themselves by their
tracks.

The reader of the open book gains proficiency only by
practice, and his final expertness is limited by his eyesight.
The habit of observation is the first essential, knowledge of
the natives of the wild the second, and reasoning power the
third. Whilst the first and third essentials make a white man
an efficient tracker, the second essential, combined with
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supervision, makes the black man an expert tracker. And,
through his black mother and his white father, Bony possessed
the three essentials, plus abnormal vision; which was why he
was a king of trackers.

His keen eyes saw impressed on the piece of clay that
which only the microscope and the camera would reveal to the
white man. A freak of Nature had preserved it from the rain
that had fallen after it had been made, for it was the only track
left.

The depth of the curves proved that the imprint had been
made after three or four points of rain had fallen and slightly
moistened the surface. The succeeding rain had not been
prolonged sufficiently—and the gauge at the homestead
proved that the quantity had been twenty-eight points—to
dissolve the surface into sufficient mud to flow into the
indentations. Why that single track had been preserved was
because the surface of the clay on which it had been made was
absolutely level. Thus gravitation had not caused mud to flow
there as it had done on all surfaces not absolutely level.

To Bony’s keen vision and reasoning was due the revela-
tion that the person wearing a No. g boot who made the im-
pression stood on that spot two or four minutes after the
thudding sound that evidently killed King Henry reached
Dugdale. And, allowing half a minute for the killer to make
sure of his work, two minutes and three seconds were neces-
sary for him to walk rapidly away from the corpse, across the
billabong, to the place where he left the solitary track. Bony
had walked it, and timed the walk.

The wearer of a No. g boot, therefore, was in the vicinity
of the murder at the precise moment the deed was done. If the
wearer had not actually struck the blow, he had been within
seventy-three yards from the place where the blow had fallen.

It was a clue, certainly, towards the elucidation of the
crime. Bony was intensely happy. For a whole week he had
searched when opportunity offered for that possible track.
And, knowing that a No. g boot is generally worn by a person
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of twelve stone and over, by a quick process of elimination the
finger of fate pointed to three persons—Clair, John Thornton
and Martha the gin.

Within twenty-four hours of his arrival Bony had noted
the boot size of every person on his list, other than Martha. He
knew that John Thornton’s boot size was No. 8, and he knew,
too, that Clair’s was No. 9. That afternoon he had ascertained
that Martha’s elastic-sided riding boots also were the man’s
size No. g.

Clair or Martha had made that track, and Clair or Martha
was within seventy-three yards of King Henry when he met
his death.

Bony had become great friends with the black cook, and
had watched his chance to borrow her boots, with which he
made an impression on a prepared piece of clay. The Research
Department at Headquarters would tell what even Bony’s
hawk eyes could not see. With camera and microscope the
original track and the rough cast would be examined to
discover if there were identical marks or not on both. If there
were, proof that one and the same boot made them would be
established. If not, then it would be necessary to apply the
same process to Clair’s footwear, and on some pretext or other
Clair must be brought in from his pumping job, since it was
not advisable for Bony to go out to the Basin.

Regarding Clair, too, the half-caste had sent a letter to a
friend of his living in the district where roamed that tribe of
blacks whose bygone chief, a super-wrestler, had hugged two
men at once to death.

To Bony the case afforded mental exhilaration. Because the
rain had wiped out the letters and words stamped on the
ground, Bony cried blessings on the rain. It was not now a
humdrum case where good tracking only was required. To
clear up the case successfully demanded inductive reasoning of
a high order, and this mental activity was infinitely preferable
to the physical labour of moving about. Moreover, it was
beautifully restful to sit there in the sun and merely think. One
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need not even think if one did not wish. There was tomorrow,
and there were the days following tomorrow when one could
think. Yes, to the devil with thinking! So Bony slept.

How long he did sleep he never would say, although he
knew precisely by the position of the sun when he fell asleep
and its position when he awoke. He was awakened by a
masculine cough, but the process of his awakening was con-
fined to the quiet opening of his eyes. Before him, sitting on
an oil-drum, was the smiling Ralph Thornton.

“Had a good nap?” he asked.

“I was thinking out a problem,” Bony lied. “It has ever
been my misfortune that I cannot sleep in daylight.”

Ralph laughed at the glibly-spoken double falsehood.

“Is your name Napoleon Bonaparte?” was his second ques-
tion.

“Those were my baptismal names. But”—solemnly—*I
call myself Bony.”

“Well, Bony, are you acquainted with a lady named
Martha?”

“I have that pleasure.”

“Then it will interest you to know that Martha is looking
for you with a waddy in her hand,” said the grinning youth.
“She says you stole her No. g’s.”

“The human mind is always liable to delusions,” Bony
murmured. And then, seeing Ralph look curiously at his clue,
he added blandly: “That piece of clay contains my problem.”

“Ah! And the problem is—"

“The problem is a difficult one, because it requires imagi-
nation to study it and to find a solution,” explained the half-
caste, picking up the slab of clay and holding it carelessly,
knowing the unlikeliness of the young man’s observing the
bootprint. “In this lump of matter,” he went on, “we hold a
universe. Let us in imagination crush it to fragments and
separate a fragment from the mass.

“Here we fall back on facts, for on examining our frag-
ment we find that it is composed of atoms. Separating one of
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the atoms, we see before us a solar system—sun, moon and
planets.

“Behold, then, established facts, reality, truth. Behold now
Bony’s sublime imagination. The ordinary human mind is
limited. It clings to facts, measurements, and scales. My mind
rises above all three. At the bottom of the scale—the human
scale made by the human mind—we have the atom, a
miniature solar system, invariably in close proximity to
countless other solar systems. At the top end of the scale we
have our vast far-off solar system and our immeasurable
universe. But perhaps you are not interested.”

“I am. Please go on.”

“Well, then, listen attentively,” commanded Bony, a re-
incarnation of Plato talking to his students. “You may deride
imagination, but imagination rules the world, the universe. I
have shown you the bottom and the top of our scale—our
average human scale. I will now show you that Bony’s mind
recognizes no scale, no limit. My imagination invents a super-
super-microscope, and with super-instruments takes up one of
the planets in the atom and sees a world composed of yet
smaller atoms—atoms from a world within an atom which
forms part of our world.

“My sublime imagination invents a telescope which ranges
beyond and out of our universe, and I see that our solar systems
are but neighbouring atoms, the whole comprising, let us say, a
stick of wood on a greater world. I see, too, a man walking
towards the inert stick of wood, and the time he takes to move
each of his feet is a million of our years, our little whizzing
years. The man lays down his swag. He is thirsty. He wishes to
boil his billy. And, casting around for fuel, he picks up the stick
of wood wherein is our world, our solar system, our universe,
and with other sticks of wood starts a fire. Time to him is
eternity to us; time to us is eternity to the atoms in this lump of
clay. Half a million of our years expire whilst he draws a match
across his match-box. The fire catches the wood, our universe;
and soon we are gone, turned into floating gas.
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“The Bible says: ‘In the beginning.” We think it means the
beginning of our world. Even Bony’s imagination cannot
conceive the Beginning, or the End.”

The lad was gazing at the half-caste with rapt interest.
Bony noted his intelligent face, and smiled; and when Bony
smiled one lost sight of his colour and saw only a calm,
dignified countenance lighted by dark-blue eyes, whose far-
seeking gaze bespoke, at times, the visionary. The man’s
egotism was simple, almost unconscious. His mind was high
above the average human standard, and he was honest enough
to take pride in the fact.

“Where did you learn all this?” Ralph asked.

“In books, in men, and animals, in sticks of wood and
lumps of clay, in the sun, moon, and stars,” Bony told him.
“My imagination, as I have said, is without limit; but there are
very severe limits to my knowledge. Still, should I live another
thirty years, those limits may be widened a little.”

“My mother tells me you are keen on Napoleon,” Ralph
said.

“Your mother, sir, is a good woman. She sees goodness
where goodness is found. Naturally, she would find it in the
Emperor. ‘Honour thy father that thy days may be long, but
honour thy mother that thy soul may live for ever!” I honour
neither my father nor my mother.”

“And why not?”

“Because they did not honour me. My mother was black,
my father white. They were below the animals. A fox does not
mate with a dingo, or a cat with a rabbit. They disobeyed the
law of the wild. In me, you see neither black nor white, you
see a hybrid.”

“Oh, I think you are too hard on yourself,” Ralph objected.

“Not a bit,” Bony replied. “I am what I am. I am not ashamed
of it, because it is not my fault. But I feel sometimes as if black
and white are at war in me, and will never be reconciled.”

They looked at each other silently for a while. Then Ralph

said, in his frank way:
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“I think I can imagine your feelings, Bony. But, though
you bear marks of your people’s guilt, they have at least
bequeathed you a fine brain, and I think that a great brain is
the greatest gift a man can have.”

Bony smiled once again. Then he said, in a lighter tone:

“Plenty of grey matter is an asset, isn’t it?”
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Chapter Fifteen
Chasing a ‘Killer’

RarpH THornTON had fallen under the spell of a half-caste
detective. The quiet, thoughtful young heir to Barrakee felt
strangely drawn to this link uniting the worlds of black and
white, with his imaginative flights, quaint philosophy, and
colossal vanity withal.

Bony’s headquarters had written to say that the imprint he
had made of Martha’s boot did not correspond in important
details with the one upon the slab of clay he had dug out of the
ground near the garden gate. A simple yet effective plan was
then carried out, with the cooperation of John Thornton, to
obtain the bootprints of Clair.

A pretext was found to get Clair away from the Basin one
morning. Ralph had been directed to call for him with the
light truck, and to take the gaunt man to another part of the
run to help repair a windmill. An hour after the two had left
the Basin, the squatter and Bony arrived there, and the latter
took plaster impressions of several of Clair’s tracks.

April continued dry, brilliant, and warm, and ended in a
burst of unusual heat. At ten o’clock on the morning of the
last day the sun was powerful in spite of its growing swing to
the north.

That really hot morning of the last day of April saw Ralph
and Kate Flinders riding in what was known as the North
Paddock. The young man had been ordered to ride the thirty-
odd miles of fence which formed its boundary, and turn in
from it any sheep that might be ‘hanging on it—a sheepman’s
phrase meaning sheep that are hugging the fence instead of
moving towards the great water-tank in the centre of the

paddock.
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Kate having elected to accompany him, much to his de-
light, Ralph had supervised the placing of her light lunch in
the saddlebag and, in addition, the strapping of a quart pot to
her saddle. The two were young, light-hearted, and rode
mettlesome hacks that would prefer a galloping race to
alternate walking and cantering.

They were cantering across a wide flat side by side, when
suddenly the young man pulled up and went back a dozen
yards, his eyes searching the ground. When the girl turned,
Ralph was off his horse and walking in small circles with the
earnest downward scrutiny of a Scotsman looking for a lost
sixpence. Dismounting also, Kate joined her companion in
searching for tracks.

“There’s nothing here, Ralph,” she said presently. “What
did you think you saw?”

“I didn’t ‘think’ I saw anything, Katie,” he told her, still
moving in circles, his horse’s reins over his arm. “No, I didn’t
‘think” anything. Here, quite plainly, we have the tracks of
three ewes and two lambs. Do you see them?”

“I see sheep-tracks,” was her reply.

“Yes, and they are travelling our way along the fence, and
they are not walking. In fact, Katie, they are being chased by a
dingo.”

“A dingo! Are you sure?”

“Quite. Here and there are his tracks. We’'ll follow them
for a while. They are quite fresh.”

Copying him, she mounted her horse and followed just
behind, watching with a curious sense of proprietorial pride
the way he unerringly rode his horse over the tracks. Only
occasionally did she see a sheep-track on the hard ground of
the flat, never once that of the dog.

Across the flat they came to a line of low sand-hills, and here
she saw distinctly the tracks of three sheep and two lambs, as well
as those of the pursuing dog. But her knowledge of tracks did not
indicate to her which way the sheep were travelling, how many
there were of them, and if they were walking or running.
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Once off the sand-hills, the tracks on the hard surface were
again invisible to her, but Ralph led the way, twisting first to the
left and then again to the right close to the five-wire fence. In and
out of timber belts, across another flat, and to yet another line of
low sand-hills Ralph urged his horse, never once removing his
gaze from the ground a yard or two beyond his animal’s head.
And on the summit of the sand-hills, he yelled: “Come on, Kate!”
Seeing his horse leap into a gallop, her own mount was eager to
follow. The wind whistled in her ears and the pace became hard.
Beyond the figure of her companion, a quarter of a mile distant,
she saw the white mass of a dead sheep, saw beside it the red
tawny shape of a wild dog. The dog, seeing them, stared at their
oncoming rush for some six seconds, and then, turning, be-
came a red streak flying northward, parallel with the fence.

The horses were wild for a gallop. Seeing the fleeing dog
in the lead, the excitement of the chase gripped them no less
than it did their riders.

Through the fence was the dog’s one salvation, but it did
not realize it. At first increasing the distance between itself
and its pursuers in a tremendous burst of speed, the horses’
greater stamina soon outstayed the increase and, for some two
miles, dog and horses kept their relative positions. But the
speed of both horses and dog began rapidly to lessen.

Immediately the dog showed signs of fatigue, Ralph gently
pulled back his horse whilst keeping close to the fence, with
the purpose of edging the dog away from it. Once it got
beyond the fence it would have won the race, for the fence
would have balked the riders, who were not mad enough to
put untrained mounts at it.

Slowly but inevitably they drew near the sheep murderer,
who led them across flat and sand-hill, and through belts and
clumps of dense mulga. Quite suddenly the dog turned to the
left, running along a narrow margin of clay-pan between flat
and sand-hill.

When the dog turned, Kate immediately did likewise, but
Ralph took a greater curve, bringing their positions relatively
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parallel, then about four hundred yards behind the quickly-
tiring dog.

Sometimes it looked back at them, ears flattened, tongue
lolling and dripping foam. Every hundred yards now its speed
slackened, and slowly Ralph reined back his mount to an easy
canter. There was plenty of time, the dog was well away from
the fence, and two riders were behind him wide apart and able
to head him off the fence, should he turn that way. There was
nothing that could save the dog from imminent vengeance.

From a long lope the dog’s gait dropped into a laboured
trot. The tender flesh between the cushions of its foot-pads
was full of torturing burrs, and with a pitiful whimper it
essayed to sit for a moment to extract them with its teeth.

But Ralph was upon him, and with a fresh burst of speed
the wild dog increased its lead. Keeping his horse to its easy
canter, all his actions closely followed by the girl, the young
man pressed forward and, when he saw that the dog was
almost done, he unbuckled his right stirrup-leather and,
drawing it out of the saddle, gathered buckle and end together
and swung the stirrup-iron like a sling in a circular motion,
the iron forming a ring of burnished light.

The wild dog was now done up. Kate’s heart was sick with
pity for its condition, but Ralph’s eyes were blazing with hate,
his mind being filled with the picture of the torn, dead sheep.

Then followed a spell of sharp dodging, the dog allowing
the rider to keep constantly at its heels. Dog and horse whirled
and doubled back, circled and angled for half an hour. Never
for a moment could the dog shake off Nemesis. Every second
its actions were slower.

Finally it stopped suddenly and, whirling round, snapped
at Ralph’s horse’s forefeet. The stirrup-iron was still whirling
in its gleaming circle. The dog, seeing it, became fascinated.
Kate closed her eyes, but those of the dog remained fixed on
the revolving steel.

When the girl looked again, the dog was dead, and Ralph

was dismounting. His face was red with excitement and his
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horse’s head was lowered, its sides heaving from the fatigue
of the race. Kate slipped to the ground beside her
companion.

“It’s a big brute, isn’t it?” she said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “It’s the ‘Killer’.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

The dog’s depredations had become serious. For several
years it had killed sheep after sheep, and all the efforts of the
doggers to trap it had been in vain. The Pastoral Protection
Board paid two pounds for every dog’s scalp, and as a further
incentive John Thornton had offered a reward of thirty
pounds for the capture of this particular dog. It was estimated
that the “Killer” had murdered quite half a thousand sheep
during the six years of its activities on the Barrakee run.

Several times it had been seen in the act by stockmen, and
the tallied descriptions left no doubt as to the identity of the
dead animal with the “Killer”. Ralph produced his pocket-
knife and skinned the beast from nose to tail, taking a thin
strip of hide down its back. Rolling the scalp into a ball, he
tied it to his saddle.

“We are not more than a mile from the tank, Katie,” he
said. “I vote we go straight there and boil our quarts. The
horses want a spell.”

“Very well. If they want a spell as badly as I want a panni-
kin of tea, they must want it bad. And, by the look of the poor
things, they do.”

By the time the riders reached the tank the horses had
cooled off, and, loosening the girths, they allowed the animals
to drink before hitching the reins to the tank fence. A washing
of hands followed, and then came the boiling of the two quart
pots and making of tea. In the shade of the engine-house they
ate their lunch.

The boy and girl were strangely silent during the meal.
Kate was looking forward to the expression of joy on the
weather-beaten, kindly face of her uncle when he saw the
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scalp and heard the story of the chase. But Ralph was think-
ing of the Little Lady’s talk with him about the girl at his
side.

He had given much thought to Kate from that quite new
angle. That he loved Kate he had not the slightest doubt. He
had always loved her. He always would. But he had loved her,
and did love her, as a sister only. He was not sure what the
sexual love of man and woman, which should be the basic
urge to marriage, really was. Never having been in love, it was
not unnatural that he should confuse brotherly love with
loverly love.

The result of deep cogitation was that he felt positive he
would be happy married to Kate, if she could find happiness
in being married to him. Any doubts as to the quality of his
love for her were eventually banished from his mind in a
laudable decision to please his foster-mother in all things.

A young man not yet twenty, his power to love was great.
The almost worshipping love the Little Lady bore for him
was every whit reciprocated. The tie between them, being
without passion, was indeed a wonderful and beautiful thing,
and in a similar way but lesser degree he loved Kate Flinders.

“I say, Katie,” he said suddenly, “do you love me?”

“Of course,” she replied, as if the fact were nothing out of
the way. And then, looking at him, she saw that his dark face
was deeply flushed.

“Yes, I know you love me that way, Katie,” he said slowly.
“But—"

He stopped suddenly on observing the blood mantling in
her face. In that moment it came to him that never before had
he realized how beautiful Kate Flinders really was, and for
the first time he felt a leaping desire to possess her.

“But, dear, I want to know if you love me—if you could
love me sufficiently well to marry me,” he said. “You see, we
have always got on splendidly, haven’t we? And it occurred to
me that it would be a really terrible thing if another fellow
came along and collared you away out of my life, as it were. |
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love you, Katie dear, and I am certain we should be happy.
Besides, it would so please those at home.”

He had taken one of her hands whilst speaking, and her
eyes had fallen from his frank gaze. His last sentence took her
mind back to that time she rode with her uncle, and the
stumblingly-worded ambition of the big-hearted man who
had been so good to her came back to her, as indeed it had
done since repeatedly. John Thornton had planted the seed in
her mind, as his wife had planted a similar seed in the mind of
Ralph; and, both being heartwhole, the seeds of suggestion
had taken root.

“What have you to say, Kate?” Ralph asked softly.

Suddenly she looked at him. He was very handsome, very
gentle, brave, and clever; fine in every way. She admired him
intensely.

“If you wish it, Ralph, I'll marry you,” she said.

“Goodo, Katie darling!” he said, suddenly smiling. “This, I
think, is where I kiss you.”

“Yes, I think it is, Ralph dear,” she agreed.
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Chapter Sixteen

Three Letters—and a Fourth

Rarpu TrHorNTON kept his two items of news until dinner was
over and the family were sitting in the long main room of the
house, part dining and part drawing room. Kate was playing
softly on the piano an old Italian love song sent her by a girl
friend in Sydney. Although she was quite happy about having
consented to marry Ralph, she was perplexed. She felt that she
was not so happy as she ought to be; that though her happiness
was comforting it was not the tumultuous emotion so
rapturously described by the novelists.

John Thornton was reading The Pastoral Gazette; his wife
was sewing; Ralph, laying down a history of Alexander the
Great, began to speak.

“Dad, Kate and I had two adventures this afternoon,” he
said. The girl, hearing him, played still more softly.

“Oh! And what were they?”

“We found a wild dog eating a sheep it had killed in the
North Paddock.” And the young man graphically described
the chase, ending by: “I think, when you see the scalp, that
you’ll be pleased to divide between Kate and me your cheque
for thirty pounds. It was the ‘Killer’.”

“The ‘Killer’!” echoed the squatter.

“Yes. Fawn red coat, with almost black feet. Prick-eared
and full curling red tail.”

“That’s the beast,” John Thornton agreed. “Well! I'm
mighty glad you got him, Ralph. Certainly, tomorrow I’ll
write you cheques for fifteen pounds apiece, and be very glad
to do it. How will you spend yours?”

“With your permission, I should like to buy an
engagement ring.”
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“An engagement ring!” the squatter echoed the second
time.

Mrs Thornton ceased sewing and Kate stopped playing.
Leaving the piano, the girl came into the circle and seated
herself between the old and the young man. The latter was
regarded by the Little Lady with startled eyes; by her husband
with the suspicion of a frown.

“Have you become engaged, dear?” Mrs Thornton asked.

“Not yet, Mother. We agreed to wait until we received
your permission,” the young man replied quietly.

“Who, Ralph, is the girl?”

“Why, Mother, Katie, of course!”

The strained expression of the woman’s face relaxed and
gave place to a dawning smile, accompanied by a low chuckle
from her husband. It was Kate who broke the silence by
saying:

“I hope you are both pleased.”

“Pleased! Oh, Kate! I have dreamed of your marriage to
Ralph for years.”

“Then, Mother, your dream shall come true.” Ralph rose
and stood behind Kate’s chair, allowing his hands gently to
caress her hair. He said: “Katie and I have decided that we
love each other, that our marriage will cement the family
more closely. We felt sure that you and Dad would be
pleased.”

“We are, my boy,” said John Thornton. “Indeed, we are.
You and Katie have made your mother and me proud and
happy. But don’t hurry things; you are both of you very young
yet. Suppose we say five years, at least, for the betrothal?”

“Don’t be so hard, John,” entreated his wife. “Two years
will be plenty.”

“As you will, my dear. Do you want to be formally en-
gaged?”

“We want to please Auntie and you, Uncle,” Kate said
softly. The squatter was on the verge of saying something
when Mrs Thornton spoke decisively:
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“Of course they do, John. They say they are in love with
each other, and want some day soon to marry. What I should
like would be to give a betrothal party. Let it be the evening of
Saturday week, the day the Land Board sits at Wilcannia. Mr
and Mrs Watts will be here that day, as well as Mr and Mrs
Hemmings and the Stirlings. Let us call it a ‘Surprise Party’
on the invitations, and then towards the end you, John, can
announce the engagement; and you, Ralph, can place the ring
on Kate’s finger. You must wire to Sydney tomorrow. Now,
don’t you think that’s a good plan?”

“And who, my dear Ann, is going to pay for this party?”
inquired the station-owner, with stern face but twinkling eyes.

“You, of course, dear. The bills will come in about the end
of June, and you can pay them the same day you pay your
income tax. Are you young people agreeable to the party?”

“Yes, Auntie,” came Kate’s eager response.

“Rather!” confirmed Ralph.

So the date of the party was fixed, and a few days later the
elite of the Upper Darling received appropriately-worded
invitations, invitations promptly accepted by all, whilst not a
few implored information regarding the “surprise”.

The day before the Saturday when the Great Land Lottery
was to be held in Wilcannia was one of the two weekly mail
days. Ralph received from a jeweller in Sydney, a diamond
ring worth considerably more than his portion of the dog-
scalp cheque. And, if he was pleased and not a little elated by
the receipt of the ring, there was one other highly satisfied by
the contents of his mail, and that was Bony.

The size of his mail was limited to three letters, and the
first that he opened was from his wife, Laura, in which she
gave him news of their three children, and evidence of her
undying devotion, in a firm round hand, and quite passable
grammar.

The second letter was contained in a plain foolscap en-
velope and was from Sydney. The message, however, was
given in concise official prose:
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Detective-Inspector Bonaparte. The plaster casts received
recently, and numbered 1 to 4, have been examined. It has been
established definitely that the print No. 3 is identical with that
of the original stated by you to have been removed from the
ground at Barrakee. If you decide upon an arrest, first
communicate with the Senior Police Officer at Wilcannia, who
has orders to carry out your instructions.

The letter was signed by the Chief Commissioner of Police
at Sydney, and was read by Bony with a quiet smile.

“If I decide to make an arrest!” he said softly to a curious
kookaburra perched on a branch over the second boat he was
painting. “You seem to think, Mr Commissioner, that [ am a
policeman, whereas I am a crime investigator. And now for
Mr Edward Sawyer’s letter.”

From its cheap envelope Bony took the following, written
on cheap ruled paper:

Altunga Creek,
Vie Camooweal,
Queensland.

Dear Old Bony,

I quite thought you had been planted years ago. It was only
the other day that me and Tommy Ching-Lung was talking
about the little bit of tracking you done up here in nineteen-
twenty. And now you resurrects and writes to a bloke.

Dear old Bony, when are you coming up here again? You'll
find all the kids you used to talk to about the stars and things
all growed up and thinking more of cattle, alligators and hard
cash than of stars and all them elements you had in your head.

And now, Bony, about the gent you wants traced. You
asked me if 1 remember ever seeing a tall, gaunt, cadaverous
gent name of William Clair. Tall and gaunt were words 1
appeared to get the hang of, but cadaverous bluffed me at the

post. I rode over to Blake’s place and the next day went down
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to Moreno to try and dig up a dictionary, but we don’t seem to
be strong on dictionaries in these parts.

Anyway, two motor car explorers pulled up here last night,
being afraid to sleep in the open on account of the alligators,
and one of them told me the meaning of your foreign word.

Thar helped me to fix Mister Will Clair, but I reckon
you've made a mistake in the gent’s name. In nineteen-ten a
tall, cadaverous, gaunt bloke with walrus whiskers hit the
creek carrying a swag. I remember him because it’s darned few
what carry swags up here. This gent’s name was Bill Sinclair,
and for nine months he went black and lived with Wombra’s
push out at Smokey Lagoon.

I just got back from a trip to Wombra, who was looking
younger than ever, though a bit worried on account of the
police not liking the way he waddies his second best gin. Old
Wombra remembers Sinclair. He says Sinclair was made
second chief of the push because he happened to find Wombra
up a tree, guarded by a particularly nasty bull buffalo.

Sinclair, it appears, was after a bloke called King Henry, a
New South Wales abo who rated as Super Grand Master of the
blacks’ masonic craft. Wombra didn’t tell me plain about the
craft part of it, but putting two and two together that, I think,
shows which way the steer bolted and explains, too, the reason
of this King Henry gent being able to move about among
Queensland blacks. By ordinary race rules a strange black gets
a spear mighty quick.

But getting back to Sinclair, Bony old lad. This Sinclair
palled in thick with Wombra and learned a heap of black’s
tricks. I asked old Wombra particular about boomerang
chucking, and the old pirate told me that when Sinclair pulled
out he could heave a war kirras as good as any of the bucks. In
fact he won a kind of tournament the day before he left, and
Wombra gave him his best boomerang as a sort of prize.

So that’s that. W. Sinclair hasn’t been up here since to my
knowledge. What has he done? Run amuck or killed a money-
wasting politician? If this last, let him go, Bony. He deserves
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a medal.

Well, so long old chip. Hop along this way when you go for
your next walkabout. The wife and kids will be glad to see
you. I got one wife and seven kids and gets two tax papers every
year. Hooroo.

Yours till the alligators grow wings,

Edward Sawyer

Bony carefully re-read this boisterous letter from the far
North-West of Queensland, and smiled with genuine plea-
sure; then, folding it, replaced it within the cheap envelope.

The writer was one of the many friends Bony’s personality
attracted to him. In those far-distant places the half-caste had
devoted hours to the teaching of white folk’s children—
children who otherwise, on account of remoteness from a
school, would have grown up unable to read or write.

The parents of these children owed Bony a debt of grati-
tude, the children themselves a much greater debt. There
were dozens of white men scattered over the north of Aus-
tralia who would have provided Bony and his family with
accommodation and tucker for the rest of their lives.

And from several of these Bony’s mind gradually reverted
to William Clair. In Clair’s bootprint No. 3, as well as the
history of Clair’s or Sinclair’s sojourn with Wombra and his
tribe, Bony had gathered sufficient evidence to justify the
gaunt man’s arrest.

He had not, of course, any direct proof that Clair killed the
black at Barrakee. That Clair did kill King Henry he had no
doubt, but what Clair’s motive was still remained baffling.
And until he, Bony, had laid bare the reason for that deadly
pursuit of King Henry, which had been carried on patiently
and relentlessly for nearly two decades before opportunity
came for its terrible culmination, the half-caste felt that his
work at Barrakee would not be complete.

That night he wrote a letter which he took to Thornton to
address, and to dispatch by Frank Dugdale the following day.
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The letter set the law in motion against the unsuspecing Clair,
then living in solitude at the Basin.
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Chapter Seventeen

The Great Land Lottery

Breakrast aT Barrakee the following morning was taken very
early, because the Land Board, sitting at half past ten at
Wilcannia, seventy-five miles down the river, wasted little
time. An excited group gathered outside the double garden
gates, where three cars were waiting.

Dugdale was driving the Barrakee car, and would have
with him Kate and Ralph, who were going to Wilcannia for
the trip and to shop, and Edwin Black, who with Dugdale
was an applicant for land. Mr Watts was driving his own car
and was accompanied by two boundary-riders and Blair, the
bullock-driver, all applicants. The third car was owned by Mr
Hemming, a station-manager, and with him were one of his
jackeroos and two of his riders.

Mrs Watts and her family had come to the homestead and
would remain there the day, helping with the preparations for
the surprise party. Everyone was talking at once, all were keyed
to a racecourse pitch of excitement. There is nothing that would
more quickly damn any government of New South Wales than
for it to take away the people’s Land Lottery.

Frank Dugdale had just given a final glance to oil-gauge
and radiator when John Thornton drew him aside.

“I wish you luck, Dug,” he said earnestly. “Here is a letter
addressed to the Board, in which I have stated that if your
application is considered favourably, I am prepared to stock
your block on very extended terms. Say nothing to the Board
which is not absolutely to the point.”

Dugdale accepted the proffered letter, and, looking
straight into his employer’s eyes, thanked him with his usual
sincerity. From Dugdale the squatter turned to Blair.

103



Blair was dressed in a black suit that fitted him like a pair
of tights, but with by no means the comfortable freedom of
action that tights give. A black velour hat was set at a rakish
angle on his greying head; new brown elastic-sided riding-
boots adorned his feet. At a right-angle from his chin his
beard, carefully trimmed, stuck out pugnaciously.

“Look here, Blair,” Thornton said when he had drawn the
little bullock-driver aside: “I want you to remember that it is
most important that Tilly’s Tank be cleaned out before the
rain comes. If you get drunk, don’t create a riot and get
yourself locked up whatever else you do, for I'm relying on
you to finish that tank-cleaning job.”

“If Knowles and his demons wants their blasted jail white-
washed, then they are going to shoot me in, drunk or sober, if
[ come out of a church or out of a pub,” Blair said with
conviction. “I might have just one snifter. But I am going to
Wilcannia to gamble with the blooming Land Board, and not
a publican.”

“I am glad to hear that. The best of luck to you, Blair. You
have now worked for me for more than fifteen years. Tell the
Board that, and say also that if they grant you a block I'll buy
you a house. Now, don’t forget—only one snifter.”

The little man, his short feet set at twenty minutes to four,
looked up at the squatter with suddenly shining eyes.

“I didn’t say I’d have only one snifter,” he said slowly. “I
said I might have just one, meaning more than one or none at
all. Thank you for the offer of that house, though.”

A chorus of “goodbyes” and “good lucks” floated through
the still morning air, when the three cars moved off from the
homestead. Dugdale, in the leading car, asked Ralph, who,
with Black, was sitting in the rear, the exact time.

“Half past eight, Dug, old boy. Plenty of time, isn’t there?”

“For us, yes. But Watts will have to push his light car.
Hemming will have to step on it fairly constant. Keep a look
out, will you? We must not get too far ahead.”

“Why, Dug?” asked Kate. “They will be all right, won’t they?”
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“Other things being equal, they will,” the sub-overseer told
her, in an even tone of voice which required effort to main-
tain. “But we have no time to spare, and, the occasion being
all-important to most of us, the occupants of any car that
breaks down will have to be distributed between the remain-
ing two cars. We couldn’t leave one car-load behind to miss
the Board.”

“You’re right, Dug. That would be too bad.”

They had been travelling about an hour when one of the
tyres blew out. The following cars drew up behind and many
hands whipped off the tyre and replaced it with the spare. The
change was made in a little less than two minutes. And then,
later, Mr Hemming had tyre trouble which took longer to
remedy, since he had punctured the spare the day before and
had omitted to repair it.

Yet another delay occurred when thirty miles above Wil-
cannia, at a small station homestead, the owner and his wife
would not permit them to go on till everyone had had a cup of
tea and a slice of brownie. So that it was a quarter to eleven
before they braked up before the Court House of what once
was known as the Queen City of the West.

In the precincts of the commodious Court House were
dozens of travel-stained cars, dozens of trucks, motor-cycles,
and many buggies, buckboards and gigs.

In common with every applicant arriving at the Court
House, the party from Barrakee made their way through a
knot of men about the entrance, near which was a board
bearing a typewritten list of names in alphabetical order.

The list comprised eighty names, those of the applicants
to be interviewed by the Board during the third consecutive
day of its sitting in Wilcannia. For weeks past the same
gentlemen had travelled from township to township, and
had examined hundreds of applicants: some further weeks
would be occupied in travelling to many other townships to
examine hundreds more. There were fourteen blocks of land
thrown open for public selection, and probably there were
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eighteen to twenty hundred applicants hoping to obtain one
of them.

The Barrakee overseer withdrew from the waiting knot of
men, together with several others of the party whose names
would not be called until the afternoon. Almost immediately
on their arrival Edwin Black was called.

Dugdale gave him a reassuring nod and a bystander called
“Good luck”, when the jackeroo entered the room where sat
the Board. He was within perhaps ten minutes, and emerged
with a facial expression giving no indication of even hope.
Then Blair was called.

Before starting for the door the little man re-set his black
hat, and thrust out his chin as though to relieve the strain of
the unfamiliar collar.

“Good old Fred,” somebody sang out. There was a general
laugh containing a hint of expectancy. “Don’t forget to lay
down the law, Fred,” another voice said.

At the portals of the room stood Sergeant Knowles. Before
him Blair paused, the light of battle suddenly dying in his eyes.

“Now, you ain’t going to try to arrest me before I've had
me say, are you, Sarge?” he said with genuine surprise.

“No, Blair. I have no intention of doing that,” replied the
policeman.

Reassured, Blair again re-set his headgear and worked his
Adam’s apple clear of the choking collar. Then, with a
determined swagger, and his beard slightly raised in its angle,
he entered the presence of the Land Board.

Before him he saw three men seated at three sides of a
table covered with official papers. He was invited to be seated
at the vacant side, and, having settled himself, sat with one leg
negligently crossed over the knee of the other, the hat now
pushed back low over his neck.

“Frederick Blair?” said the gentleman facing him.

“That’s me,” replied Blair.

The Chairman of the Board looked up from a paper and

smiled. He and his confreres knew Frederick Blair. He
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pushed across the table a soiled Bible, and took from the
secretary-member Blair’s application form. The usual oath
administered, he said:

“You have applied for either of Blocks three-ten and three-
twenty, Mr Blair. What do you know of them?”

“I know more about ’em than I do the back of me ’and.”

“Humph! What amount of cash have you, Mr Blair?””

“I've got seven hundred and nineteen pounds, seventeen
shillings, and ten pence in the Bank of United Australia,”
came Blair’s somewhat surprising answer.

“Have you, indeed? Why, you could almost buy a small
place, Mr Blair.”

“You know darned well that I couldn’t buy a small place
for seven hundred, nor yet seven thousand,” Blair burst out.
“It ain’t needful for me to tell you that nothing under twenty
thousand acres in this district is any good to a bloke, and that
the auction price per acre is round about twelve bob. How am
I going to buy twenty thousand acres with seven hundred
quid, eh?”

“It might—"

“You know darned well it couldn’t,” Blair shouted
venomously. “’Ere are you throwing open a measly fourteen
blocks when there’s some twenty hundred men struggling to
get homes, and that there Sir flamin’ Walter Thorley owns
half Australia, which belongs to no man but the Government,
which is the people.

“Two thousand blokes, mark you. Most of ’em married
and with a family, and the rest wanting to get married and
have children; and you allow Thorley to own hundreds of
miles of the people’s land, employ a few abos and breed dingo,
and see his bloomin’ land once every two years.”

“We must not discuss—" came from the chairman.

“Of course not,” cut in Blair. “We must not take the name
of the great Sir Walter Thorley in vain, but when there’s a war
we must fight for his land and his money-bags, eh? We
mustn’t say nothing, we must offer up thanks to the worst
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employer in the State and breeder of sheep-killers, and bless
him for allowing us to live at all.

“I've been cheated out of my birthright, yes, me and hun-
dreds of others. I got a right to have a wife, to have children
by her, to make and have and hold a home. Can I ask any
woman to marry me when I can’t give her a home? Can I get
a home when you won’t give me the lease of any land? Can
you open up the land as it should be opened when Thorley
and all the rest of the absentee squatters have grabbed the lot?
What flamin’ use is it to the country to allow one man to own
twenty millions of acres when that area would support one
thousand families—that’s what I want to know?

“Here am 1,” went on Blair with greater rapidity, “now
fifty-two years old. All my life I bin on the Darling River.
Twenty-one years ago I fell in love with a woman down in
Pooncaira. For twenty-one years she’s been waitin’ for me to
make a home. But my girl, aye, and me, too, will kick the
bucket afore we ever have a home. Yes, cheated out of our
birthright, two humans out of hundreds. That’s all, gents.”

Blair’s eyes were suspiciously moist when he rose to his
feet, at the end of this tirade, shouted in a loud voice. He had
had his say, and felt like a man in the dock proven innocent.

“One moment, Mr Blair,” came the chairman’s tired voice.
“As I tried to say, we cannot discuss the big leascholders at
these proceedings. We have to confine ourselves strictly to the
present business, which is the allocation of land, and not the
discussion of politics. The Board will give your application the
usual consideration, and you will be notified of the Board’s
decision. You said just now that there are many married men
with families in want of a block of land. Like them, you could
have married had you wished.”

“I could,” replied Blair instantly. “But the men can’t live
with their families unless they work in or about a town. Being
a bushman, I can’t get a job in a town. Still, you're right,
mister, I suppose. The woman and children first—after
Thorley is satisfied. Good day-ee.”
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Head erect, the point of his beard horizontal with his nose,
Blair marched out. If he saw the sergeant of police, or the
waiting crowd, he made no sign. Passing through this latter,
he stalked across the street and, entering an hotel, stood erect
in front of a bar and ordered a double whisky.

Dugdale’s interview with the Board was less dramatic. He
answered the chairman’s questions quietly and to the point.
Thornton’s letter, offering to stock any block he might receive,
also spoke highly of the young man’s character and abilities.

“I want this block, gentlemen, not only for the purpose of
making money out of wool, but in order that I may marry and
have a home of my own,” Dugdale said in conclusion.

The chairman forced a smile. He had heard that plea so
many times before. Privately he wondered how any man
wanting to get married, and wanting a home, could be such
an utter fool as to stay in the Australian bush.

When Dugdale found himself dismissed he was unable to
decide what effect his present application had had on the
members of the Land Board. He felt a little sick at heart. It
seemed all such a gamble, a gamble with men’s desires and
hopes. Fourteen blocks among two thousand applicants. The
odds against the home were about a hundred and fifty to one.

The three cars left Wilcannia about five o’clock, the occu-
pants seldom speaking, the reaction of the gamble being felt.
They would each experience the pleasure of anticipation for
several weeks, until the post brought them the result of the
Great Land Lottery.

In the second car, morose and silent, sat Frederick Blair.
He was quite sober.
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Chapter Eighteen

The Surprise Party

Every room of the Barrakee homestead blazed with light. The
wide verandas were festooned with Chinese lanterns, and
hundreds of other coloured lights decorated the orange trees
bordering the lawns.

Thornton himself was master of the ceremonies. Dressed
in a well-fitting dinner suit, the white shirt of which
accentuated his kindly weatherbeaten face, he announced the
first dance at precisely nine o’clock, from the centre of the
cleared dining drawing room. In one comer was the orchestra.
One of the Misses Hemming and Miss Stirling agreed to take
it in turns to play the piano, and they were supported by
Frederick Blair with his accordion and Bony with a plentiful
supply of gum-leaves. The tinkling of the piano, the organ
notes of the accordion, and the thin wailing of the gum-leaf
broke into the beautiful melody of The Blue Danube.

For at Barrakee the howling dervish charges known to
moderns as dancing, accompanied by cacophonous bedlam,
were not regarded with favour.

The big room was full of dancers, the verandas, too, pro-
vided excellent floors for many couples who disliked the
crush. And over the lawns, lit by fairy lamps, the orange
groves, and the dark, empty river beyond, brooded the soft
gentle night of mid-May.

Kate had given Frank Dugdale her first dance, and while
with leaping pulses and pounding heart he held her lightly, he
whispered, with an unmistakable tremor in his voice:

“Will you give me the last dance, too?”

The question awoke her from a pleasant reverie. She was
thinking how well he looked in clothes that sat on him with
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distinction. There was certainly no handsomer man present
that evening, and he danced divinely. When she heard his
whispered question she opened her half-closed eyes and found
herself looking into his blazing orbs. For just a fraction of a
second was he revealed to her, but only for a fraction, before
the conventional veil of indifference again clouded his eyes.

“Well, what of that last dance, Kate?”

“I'm sorry, Dug, but I've promised it already,” she told
him, her voice low, her face flushed.

“I am sorry, too,” he said, with evident disappointment.
Then, in a lighter tone: “Who is the lucky man?”

She half-sensed the pang of regret in his voice, and
experienced a peculiar sense of disappointment herself. With a
shock of surprise she realized presently that for not a few
minutes she had forgotten Ralph.

“I am not going to tell you,” was her laughing response.
“The surprise is going to be given before the last dance, and
I'll promise you the dance before the surprise. And, Dug, you
really should be grateful to me for that second dance. All the
boys will be vexed with me for giving anyone two dances this
evening.”

“If there are any complaints, just refer them to me, please,”
he said. “Anyhow, this evening I shall dance with no other girl.”

For the remainder of the dance he gave himself silently to
the ecstasy of her close companionship and their spiritual
union of music and motion. And, when the last notes, feel-
ingly and lingeringly played, were struck, he awoke to reali-
ties as though he had been aroused from a sweet dream by the
coming of an executioner.

At the end of the fourth dance Thornton besought the
Reverend Mr Thatcher to carry on the duties of MC for a while.
Mr Thatcher was the vicar of a parish about the size of Great
Britain. Being equally proficient at motor-engine repairing,
shooting and skinning kangaroos, and keeping the organ fund in
a solvent condition, as he was at preaching a sermon at any
time and in any place, Mr Thatcher was a born MC.
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His freedom gained, John Thornton sought out Mr Hem-
ming, and together they made their way to the small room
where Nellie Wanting was acting as barmaid.

Mr Hemming managed a station belonging to Sir Walter
Thorley some hundred miles north of Barrakee. In area the
station he managed was larger than Barrakee, but his salary as
manager was not as large as that of Mr Watts, the overseer of
Barrakee. He was middle-sized, middle-aged, and middle-
conditioned, and if his bank balance was invariably below par
his spirits were invariably above. He had a good wife and a
big family, and life would have been far more pleasant than it
was if his titled employer would only have refrained from his
biennial visit to the station.

“How did you get on with the Board today, Hem?” the
station-owner said over his champagne glass.

“The same as usual, I think,” Hemming replied. “The
chairman said I ought to think myself a lucky man, being a
station-manager, and having a good homestead for my family.
Maybe he’s right. ’'m not grumbling about my luck. But [ am
sick and tired of Sir Walter, and constant orders to cut this
and economize on that.”

“That’s his way of making money, Hem.”

“Yes, but hang it all, John, you know as well as I do that
twenty-seven shillings are kept every week from each man’s
wages for food, and, although the average station can keep a
man comfortably on fourteen shillings a week, thereby rob-
bing the man of the other thirteen, when it comes to keeping
him on about four shillings and robbing him of twenty-three
it’s a bit thick.”

“I quite agree, old man. It is a bit thick. Another glass of
fizz?”

“Thanks, I will. I'll take one of these cigarettes, too. Have
one?”

The squatter accepted one from the proffered box and
silently watched Nellie fill their glasses. The music came softly
to them, the echoes of happy voices from the lawns drifted in
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through open window and door. A moment later the two men
went out and found a seat, where they smoked.

“About Three Corner Station, Hem.”

“What of it?”

“How much money could you put up?”

“How much?” exclaimed Mr Hemming. “About two and
tenpence.”

For some few minutes neither spoke.

“The purchase price of the lease, Hem, will probably
amount to fifty thousand pounds,” resumed the squatter
presently. “You’re a young man yet, Hem, and you could
make it pay well. If you like to buy it, I'll find the money, and
we can come to an arrangement for repayment to suit us both.
In ten or twelve years you should be clear of me.”

Mr Hemming sat as though stunned. He was silent for so
long that the squatter said:

“Don’t you like the idea, Hem?”

The other found his voice and gasped:

“Say, John! Do you know what you are offering me?” he
said, a break in his voice. “You are offering me a home and
independence. You are offering me freedom from the slavery
of Thorley, and you question my liking the idea. Are you sure
you mean it?”

“Of course. Why not? We've been friends a long time.”

“Then, John, you will have to excuse me at once. I must
find my wife and tell her. The telling will be the greatest
pleasure in my life; the next greatest pleasure will be when I
tell Thorley to go and be damned.”

Mr Hemming hastened along the veranda, leaving John
Thornton chuckling. He liked Hem and knew him for a
sound man.

“Oh! There you are. Why are you sitting all alone?”

Thornton looked up and saw his wife. Indicating Mr
Hemming’s vacated seat, he said:

“I have put it to Hem about Three Corner Station,” he
said, still chuckling.
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“Ah! And how did Mr Hemming take it?”

“He has just rushed off to tell his wife.”

“I'm as glad as she will be, John, but it is half-past ten,
dear, and don’t you think it is time for supper?”

“Yes. Is everything ready?”

“Everything. When this dance stops, will you tell them?”

“Very well, I'll go along in. Having a good time, sweet-
heart?” he asked gently.

“Just lovely,” she said. “Ralph, I think, is in paradise. And
Kate is there with him. Now go, the music is stopping.”

Thornton rose, and, after playfully pinching his wife’s ear,
walked to the dining room, which he entered through one of
the wide French windows.

“Fellow taxpayers and workers for the Governments of
Australia, my wife and I think it time for supper,” he said
genially. “We must not abuse our strength by fasting too long,
and strength is necessary to pay the tax-gatherers. Will you
please partner all, and follow in line after the band?”

Shouts, encores and laughter greeted this impromptu speech.
Blair and Bony stood up to head the procession of couples, and
then striking up “For Australia will be There!” marched out of
the room, across the veranda, and twice round the lawns
before entering the big marquee at the bottom end of these.

A great display of viands to suit every taste was set out on a
long table at one end of the tent, and every man waited on his
supper partner. Seeing Mrs Thornton without a partner, Bony
spoke to her.

“Madam, will you honour me by accepting my service?” he
asked, making his courtly bow. She forgot his colour and his
apparent station life: his bow and speech forbade remem-
brance. Taking the seat he offered her, she said:

“Thank you, Bony. I should like a glass of sherry and a
sandwich. And,” she added, when he was leaving her, “bring
refreshment for yourself, and sit here beside me.”

“I shall be charmed, madam,” Bony said. And when he
was seated beside her, he remarked:
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“The party, I think, is a great success.”

“I think so, too,” she said. “Everyone seems to be happy.”

They talked as equals, without condescension on her part
or presumption on his. Nowhere but in the bush could that
have been so. Even Blair, the only other person present outside
the station homestead society, fitted naturally into the
circumstances and was talking freely to his boss.

Mrs Thornton made a great impression on the half-caste
detective. In her disposition he recognized gentleness and
firmness, a wide charity of outlook and a great breadth of
mind, apart from the capacity to dislike. He read, too, in her
firm mouth and chin a powerful will, to which opposition was
rather a spur than an obstruction.

After supper he and his musical colleague led the dancers
back to the house, and again he played with unflagging verve
on his succession of gum-leaves. It was one o’clock in the
morning when Mr Thornton announced that but one more
dance remained on the programme.

“Before this last dance I have an announcement to make,”
he said. He was standing on a foot-high platform, near the
piano, and Ralph and Kate and his wife were with him. “It is
the surprise,” he went on, “to give you which is the reason for
this party. Are you all quite ready?”

A chorus of “Yesses” answered him. He was smiling. He
was very happy at this moment, and said simply:

“I have to announce the engagement of my son Ralph and
my niece Kate Flinders.”

No one spoke. Kate felt herself drawn by the squatter’s
powerful arm close beside him, then a little in front of him.
Ralph, too, had been drawn opposite her. Looking into his
dark face, she saw his eyes flash and burn into hers. He held
his hands towards her and she gave him hers. She saw the
sparkle of diamonds and the glint of gold, and felt the ring
slipped on her third finger.

And then someone—she thought it was Edwin Black—
sang in a clear tenor voice:
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“For they are jolly good fellows!”

The whole company took up the refrain with enthusiasm,
love and friendship fully expressed by a great people. With
shining eyes a little moist, she looked at them; from one to
another, from those in front to those behind them, and still
further back.

And her wavering gaze finally and suddenly became fixed
on the ashen face of Frank Dugdale.

He was right at the back, leaning against the wall as
though for support. Without sense of time and with ever-
increasing wonder, she examined each of his features in turn.
And at last she was looking straight into his blazing grey eyes,
and saw therein the horror, the agony, and the hurt.

Her heart stopped. The people, the room, life itself, be-
came motionless. Her mind was capable of registering nothing
but the white, stricken face over at the far wall. And then a
brilliant rainbow colouring filled the air, the singing became
softer, unreal, far away.

And the light fell upon the soul of Kate Flinders, revealing
it to herself, showing her that at last she knew what love was,
knew that she loved Frank Dugdale and had always loved
him.

The orchestra began to play. The little crowd broke up
into couples, and the couples began to dance. She looked at
Ralph as though she were entranced. She heard him say:

“Come, dear! This is our dance.”

Quite automatically she danced with her affianced hus-
band.

But Dugdale went out and wrestled with a thousand devils
until the dawn.
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Chapter Nineteen

Blood and Feathers

AT TEN o’cLock in the morning on the following Monday,
Sergeant Knowles and a trooper arrived at Barrakee in a
motor-car. Mrs Thornton heard the car pull up outside the
office, and asked Kate to see who were the callers. A minute
later she welcomed them on the veranda.

“Why, it’'s Mr Knowles,” she said in greeting. “Come in
and have morning tea, do. Kate, run along and tell Martha.
And why are you so far away from your post of duty?”

Talking gaily, she indicated chairs to her visitors, seating
herself to permit them also to be seated.

“Trooper Smith and I have called about a little business
matter,” briskly explained the dapper yet athletic sergeant.
“But the business can wait till after the morning tea, Mrs
Thornton.”

“Of course it can,” the Little Lady responded. “If the tea-
growers went on strike, I really don’t know what we would do.”

Martha, bearing a tray, arrived resplendent in white poplin
skirt, emerald green blouse, and brown riding-boots.

“Good morning, Martha,” Knowles said, without the faint-
est shadow of a smile on his brick-red face.

“Mornin’, Sergeant,” was the gin’s simple answer, but her
eyes rolled and she seemed ill at ease. Kate soon joined them.
She said:

“I hope, Sergeant Knowles, that your jail doesn’t want
whitewashing. 'm sure Uncle would not like to lose Blair
until his work is finished.”

The trooper chuckled. The sergeant laughed right out.

“So you have heard of Blair’s complaint?” he said. “No, we
have not come to arrest Blair, this time.”
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“You appear to hint that you have come to arrest some-
one,” ventured Mrs Thornton lightly.

“Where is Mr Thornton?” countered the sergeant.

“Good gracious! You are not going to arrest him, surely?”

“Oh, no! But I should like to see him presently.”

“Then you will find him with Mr Mortimore and the car-
penter down in the shearing-shed,” the mistress of Barrakee
told him, adding in a coaxing voice: “But really now, whom
have you come to arrest? Tell us. We are always hungry for
news and gossip.”

The steely blue eyes of the sergeant twinkled genially. He
saw that both women were burning with curiosity. Kate, he
thought, looked pale and her eyes as though they required
sleep.

“Won’t you guess?” he teased.

“No,” said Mrs Thornton firmly.

“Martha?” Kate guessed with a strained laugh.

“Quite wrong, Miss Flinders,” interjected the trooper.
“Well, you may as well know now as in a few hours’ time. We
have come to apprehend William Clair for the murder of
King Henry.”

For a moment the women were silent. Kate frowned. Mrs
Thornton’s breath was caught sharply and her eyes became
veiled.

“Do you mean to tell me,” she said, “that you are still
worrying about the killing of that black fellow?”

“I don’t worry about it, Mrs Thornton,” replied the ser-
geant, well satisfied with the effect of his bomb. “The law
does, however. The law never cease